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Letter from the Presiding Bishop
November 2006
Dear Partners in Mission and Ministry:

Since the 2001 ELCA Churchwide Assembly mandated that this church engage
in a study on homosexuality and a study on sexuality, we have been on a six-year
journey together. Two studies under the banner of “Journey Together Faithfully”
have been developed to help us engage in conversations on these matters within the
context of this church’s faith and life. Your faithful conversations and your feedback
continue to help form the recommendations that will come to the 2009

Churchwide Assembly.

We have discussed and debated important matters together already, but as we
draw closer to the development of a comprehensive social statement on human sex-
uality, more conversation is needed. To help us continue the conversation, this third
study, Free in Christ to Serve the Neighbor: Lutherans Talk abour Human Sexuality,
has been developed under the guidance of the Task Force for the ELCA Studies on
Sexuality.

I believe you will find this study to be both comprehensive and engaging. 1
appreciate that it uses Paul’s letter to the Galatians and Luther’s “The Freedom of
the Christian” to provide the biblical and theological grounding for our conversa-
tions. I encourage its use in a variety of settings—in congregations, rostered leaders’
conferences, campus ministries, homes, and classrooms. Discussing matters related
to human sexuality can be challenging and even difficult, but this resource helps us
approach these matters in a way that is respectful, honest, and faithful.

From the first session comes this statement:

“On complicated matters, Christians can and will in good conscience disagree
about interpreting the will of God. ...We do not disagree that we are saved by grace
through faith. We do not disagree that we are called to love our neighbor as we love
ourselves. So then, as God’s own people called to freedom in the gospel, we ask,
‘How then shall we live?” Discovering this ‘how’ is not a simple mactter. It will likely
produce some struggle, but because we are bound together in the gospel we can
deliberate without fear and without threat of division.”

It is with this hope and with confidence in the leading of the Holy Spirit that we
continue our journey together. May God strengthen and bless you as you partici-
pate in these studies.

In God’s amazing grace,

/?w@-ﬂ.‘?:/m

Mark S. Hanson
Presiding Bishop
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Introduction to this Study Booklet

BACKGROUND

Free in Christ to Serve the Neighbor: Lutherans Talk about Human Sexuality is the
third study offered by the Task Force for ELCA Studies on Sexuality under the
general theme, “Journey Together Faithfully.”

At the 2001 Churchwide Assembly, voting members from congregations across
the ELCA adopted resolutions that called upon the church: (See Appendix II for
official Assembly Actions)

1. to study homosexuality with reference to two issues: the blessing of same-sex
unions and the ordination, consecration, and commissioning of people in
committed same-sex unions, and

2. to develop a social statement on sexuality.

Since that time, the church has produced two prior studies. Journey Together
Faithfully: Part One (2002) studied “A Message on Sexuality: Some Common
Convictions” (ELCA, 1996). Journey Together Faithfully: Part Two (2003) focused
on “The Church and Homosexuality” and asked members of the ELCA to consider
how this church should respond to the requests to bless same-sex unions and to
ordain, consecrate, or commission people in committed same-sex unions. (Infor-
mation for downloading or ordering of either study may be found in Appendix I.)

The task force is providing this third study because prominent aspects of
Christian social concerns relating to human sexuality have not yet been discussed in
depth. The task force hopes the approach integrated into this third study will
encourage a fresh look, a means to reframe the conversation, and a nurturing way
to listen to the Holy Spirit and to one another in a quest for Christian wisdom
about human sexuality for this time.

This study, like those before it, invites members of this church into conversation
with the task force. To guide the conversation, the study offers eight study sessions
on issues related to sexuality, as well as two foundational resources that support and
bring depth to the primary study sessions. This study has been developed in a way
that fulfills the ELCA’s commitment to developing social statements through
probing its theological resources in a participatory process of study and reflection.
Participants are strongly urged to share comments and responses with the task force
by November 1, 2007. This will assist the task force in crafting the first draft of a
social statement on sexuality. That draft is due in early 2008 and will be shared
widely for review and comment. Such responses will aid the task force in conclud-
ing its assignment to deliver a proposed social statement to the ELCA Church
Council in April of 2009. It is anticipated that the Church Council will bring a
proposed social statement to the 2009 Churchwide Assembly for consideration. A
detailed timeline of the above process can be found at www.elca.org/faithfuljourney

Some assumptions

First, this study continues but does not duplicate the work of Journey Together
Faithfully, Parts 1 and 2, mentioned above. Rather, it probes additional areas of
concern related to sexuality in this society that have not received attention. Toward
that end the conversation from all three studies will come into play as the task force
attempts to articulate what this church believes and teaches about human sexuality
—as grounded in Scripture and the confessional witness in an engagement with
contemporary experience and the challenges evident in society.


http://www.elca.org/faithfuljourney

In particular it is important to note that since Part 2 devoted extensive attention
to questions around same-sex relations in light of scriptural interpretation, tradition,
and Christian faith, matters specific to homosexuality will not be a prominent
theme in this third study. However, the task force believes that the topics addressed
in this study of human sexuality are relevant for all the baptized—women and
men, heterosexuals and homosexuals, married and single. Further, it encourages
discussions in congregations to be broadly inclusive of the concerns and perspectives
of all members.

Second, the task force seeks broad participation in the conversation around issues
related to sexuality, and so this study is consciously aimed at thoughtful groups of
adults and young people who are willing to engage in Bible study, discernment, and
deliberation. Whether used in church fellowship halls, at campus ministry sites, in
homes, or elsewhere, the task force hopes the study will engage as many people as
possible. It hopes that a variety of voices will contribute to mutual exploration and
understanding in these matters. Moreover, the task force believes the Holy Spirit
can be heard through the questions, insights, anxieties, and working solutions
shared with it through this process.

Third, this study lifts up the theme of Christian freedom in responsibility as a
prominent part of the framework for this discussion. It insists that in Christian
freedom matters of sexuality are matters for debate but are not essential to salvation
or the gospel message. This evangelical (gospel grounded) hermeneutic (a way of
interpreting) is crucial to articulate as a guide for moral deliberation in our current
context where many people hear discussions of social issues as if Christianity were
primarily a religion of law. The emphasis on freedom in responsibility is drawn
both from Galatians, where Paul declares, “For freedom Christ has set us free” (5:1),
and from Luther’s audacious challenge to Christians in his essay “The Freedom of
the Christian” to believe that the Christian is “a perfectly free lord of all, subject to
none...[and] a perfectly dutiful servant of all, subject to all.”

As people freed for service by the power of God in Christ this question then is
central: “How can we as sexual beings best understand what it means to love our
neighbor as ourselves and thus fulfill God’s law (of love)?” (see Romans 13:9-10;
Galatians 5:14; 6:14). This question obviously echoes the great love commandment,
the central ethical pillar throughout Christian history: “You shall love your neighbor
as yourself” (Matthew 22:39). In this study, “neighbor” may refer to family, friends,
coworkers, and acquaintances. But “neighbors” may also refer to groups, broad
social networks, and even institutions. Such a comprehensive understanding of
“neighbor” affirms that questions about human sexuality have complex social and
cultural connections. It suggests therefore why this study attempts to explore such
far-reaching territory.

Fourth, this study does not presume to be comprehensive. The task force believes
that this study combined with the two earlier studies will have explored many of
the consequential themes, questions, and issues related to sexuality today. Even so,
some will still not be touched upon. This includes such issues as questions around
transgendered persons, appropriate means to combat the sexual transmission of
HIV/AIDS, male and female circumcision, and more. We recognize that these
issues are of great importance and are intensely personal for many in our faith com-
munity. Our hope is that other studies or resources will take up these and other
neglected topics.

In producing this study we have struggled with the tension between providing
sufficient detail and complexity and maintaining reasonable boundaries of time for
discussion of any set of topics. Where issues and concerns seem to be missing, the
task force hopes the conversation of the faithful will help fill in those gaps. In this
way the task force recognizes that the blessing of studies on sexuality has and will
come primarily in the Holy Spirit’s presence working through the entire process.



DISCERNMENT, DELIBERATION,
AND DWELLING IN THE WORD

The first social statement adopted by the newly formed ELCA was titled 7%e
Church in Society: A Lutheran Perspective. It describes the church as “a community of
moral deliberation.” Such a community can be defined as a formative context for
and contributor to personal morality and one that stresses the responsibility of
members of the church to engage together in thoughtful, well-informed deliberation
about questions and problems that are theological and moral in nature. This study
is designed to put this understanding of church as community of moral deliberation
into practice.

This model underlines the fact that Christians of good will can and do disagree
about moral questions, even though they share many of the same values and
convictions as well as a foundation in salvation by grace alone. The process may
be difficult because the problems that confront us are often complex and involve
institutions and structures, as well as personal desires and temptations. Moral
deliberation specifies that the deliberation should not be carried out only by clergy,
ethicists, advocates, and those with special knowledge and expertise. It is incomplete
without the involvement of a broad array of “everyday folk”. Such deliberation,
likewise, must not remain in abstraction but deal with the messy particulars and
give special attention to the concerns of those who suffer most with any particular
issue. A moral deliberation model calls us to bring our Lutheran imagination and
conviction to the task of communal deliberation.

To help us in our deliberation, the task force acknowledges the importance of
dwelling in the Word of God in order to discern how God may be speaking to us
individually and in our various faith communities. A key feature of this study,
therefore, will be a selected reading of the apostle Paul’s Letter to the Galatians at
the beginning of each study session so that dwelling in the Word may initiate the
process of discernment that will lead to moral or theological deliberation. For more
about why Galatians has been chosen, and about how we will listen to God and to
one another in this study, turn to Session One and to A Readers’ Guide to
Galatians. (p. 83)

WHAT IS IN THIS STUDY?

Content Elements

This study contains a number of different elements designed to frame the
discussion and provide multiple entry points and resources for use. In addition to
this Introduction, the study includes:

Foundational Resources—Though printed at the back of the study (pp. 81-
136), Timothy J. Wengert’s essay introducing Luther’s “The Freedom of a
Christian” and David L. Tiede’s A Readers’ Guide to Galatians support and pro-
vide a framework for the study sessions. Leaders, especially, but all participants
are encouraged to read and become familiar with these two resources. Either
could be used as study material in their own right.

The Sessions—Eight study sessions each raise contemporary challenges and
provide reflection and insights on key topics related to sexuality. Each session
identifies common resources and multiple points of view in order to invite
deliberation around key questions related to the session themes and topics.

“Christians of good will can and
do disagree about moral ques-
tions, even though they share
many of the same values and con-
victions as well as a foundation
in salvation by grace alone.”

Resources for leaders

If you are leading the study, con-
sult the Leader’s Guide on p. 77,
the Foundational Resources on
p- 81, and the Glossary on p. 141
for help.



Response Form—A crucial opportunity for individuals, groups, and congre-
gations to provide the task force with their concerns and feedback. It is
incorporated into the discussion intended for Session 8.

Leader’s Guide—Instructions and suggestions on the “how tos” of setting up
and guiding study sessions.

Appendices—Various resources and references for further explanation or study.

Glossary—A listing of key terms used in, or related to, the study.

Regarding the sessions

The sessions and their format have been designed with intention. Please watch
for the following:

Liturgical format—We gather as baptized saints and sinners, opening our ears
and our hearts to the living God. Each session is shaped within a liturgical format,
placing our moral deliberation within the context of prayer, and hearing and
responding to God’s Word. The format of each session follows a similar pattern:

Gathering Hymn and Prayer

Hearing the Word Using a reading from Galatians, we
open our minds and hearts to the living
Word of God.

Considering the Word We engage in conversation about the

reading, eager to discern God’s will.

Responding to Word and World We read, reflect, and discuss how we, as
sexual beings, love God and serve our
neighbor.

Closing Prayer and Dismissal

Session format—Sessions 1 and 2 introduce the model for moral deliberation
and provide background on key foundational resources that support the rest of the
sessions. Session 8 is a summary session that brings together vital points and is
designed to help individuals or groups to complete the Response Form, due by
November 1, 2007.

Sessions 3-7 look at sexuality on a variety of topics and from a variety of
perspectives. Each session will follow a specific pattern designed to ground and
encourage reflection and moral deliberation. Within the liturgical framework listed
above, these sessions will include the same format:



* Opening hymn and prayer

* Galatians reading and discernment

* Vignette(s) to put a “face” on the topic

* Contemporary Context to describe the current situation in life

* Reflections on key biblical and theological resources to provide insights

* Common Ground to review commonly held convictions and ELCA
statements

* Differing Views that describe various perspective people hold regarding issues
raised in the session

* An Invitation to Moral Deliberation provides questions for discussion

* Closing prayer and benediction

A FINAL WORD

In Galatians, the apostle Paul declares, “In Christ Jesus...the only thing that
counts is faith working through love” (5:6). May this bold statement guide your
reading and reflecting, your discernment and your deliberation, your listening to
and speaking with one another.
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Christian Foundations for Deliberation

GATHERING

Hymn

See hymn suggestions on p. 79.

Prayer

Holy Wisdom, giver of all life and source of all creating, we give you thanks that
your Spirit moves through our world, transforming us and calling us to you. In
faith and trust we bring to you our uncertainties, our fears, and our questions. Free
us in Christ for service to our neighbor as we dwell in your Word and listen for
your Spirit. Guide us, we pray. Amen.

HEARING THE WORD

Galatians 1:1-10 ¢ Seeking God’s Approval!
The full text of this reading can be found on p. 89.

CONSIDERING THE WORD

Silence

Reflection and Discernment

What did you hear? Is there a word of God for us?

RESPONDING TO WORD AND WORLD

As We Begin

As we begin an eight-session study of sexuality, it is especially important to
recognize that this first session lays the foundation for the sessions to follow. Just
as managers and umpires discuss ground rules before baseball games, here we will
discuss faith’s “ground rules” that will guide our listening and talking in the sessions
to come. In an era when many questions of sexual identity and practice are divisive
in society, in our families, and in our Christian communities, this chapter explores
these “ground rules” to guide and ground our moral and ethical deliberation. These
are drawn from Scripture and our common Lutheran confession of faith which we
necessarily use according to the most careful thinking that we can muster as we
attend to the Spirit’s work in our human lives. Certainly such ground rules call for
us to listen and speak with humility and openness, recognizing that we come to this
study as sinful but redeemed mortals created by God and receiving God’s saving
grace by faith alone.

Talking about the ground rules and foundations is not usually as exciting as
playing the game, but playing the game without understanding the rules can be
chaotic, if not impossible. The same can be said for the kind of theological and
moral deliberation this study is asking you to do. So, read and listen now with care,
and be prepared to ask questions of clarification.

Session




We Listen to God in the Scriptures

The wisdom we receive from God through Scripture provides some but not all
knowledge about human sexuality. Much of what we know about sex comes from
many other places—perhaps from our parents or from our teachers, doctors, or
pastors. Often we figure things out as best we can with help from a spouse, friends,
the media, and our own experiences. Some of the lessons about sexuality that we
have learned in life are healthy and joyful. Some are bitter and destructive. We seek
to understand how God would have us live as sexual creatures! in such a way that
our neighbors, communities, and the world will be blessed. Where will we turn to
gain this understanding?

1. We begin with our relationship with God revealed in the Bible. In Proverbs
1:7 we read that “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge.” This
is not simply head knowledge, as in “the facts of life,” but rather the wisdom
of the heart that comes from fearing, loving, and trusting God. Proverbs 2:6,
9-10 continues: “For the Lord gives wisdom; from his mouth come knowl-
edge and understanding; ...you will understand righteousness and justice and
equity, every good path; for wisdom will come into your heart, and knowl-
edge will be pleasant to your soul; prudence will watch over you;
and understanding will guard you.” As we listen to each other and use our
experience to test our understandings of what God’s mercy and righteousness
mean for our lives together as sexual creatures, we begin in the fear, love, and
trust of the Lord. As we hear and study the Scriptures together, we will ask
about the promises and commands God has for us as sexual creatures that
strengthen faith and love.

2. We recognize that there are vastly different ways to read Scripture; some are
destructive and some are faith giving. In Luke’s Gospel, Jesus provided a clue
for Bible readers. We must not only ask, “What is written in the law?” but
also “What do you read there?” or to translate more literally, “How do you
read?” (Luke 10:206). Jesus sensed that the interpreter of the law was trying to
justify himself, even as he read the Scriptures with great care. It is possible
for us to find scripture verses to prove our point in almost every argument.
But something else is needed.

The apostle Paul often argued with people who had an abundance of proof texts,
but he testified that God “has made us competent to be ministers of a new
covenant, not of letter but of spirit; for the letter kills, but the Spirit gives life”

(2 Corinthians 3:6). In his Prefaces to the New Testament, Martin Luther said it this
way:

The gospel, then, is nothing but the preaching of Christ. ...See to it, there-
fore, that you do not make a Moses out of Christ, or a book of laws and
doctrines out of the gospel...[for] the gospel is not a book of law, but

really a preaching of the benefits of Christ, shown to us and given to us for
our own possession, if we believe. But Moses, in his books, drives, compels,
threatens, strikes, and rebukes terribly, for he is a lawgiver and a driver.”

In the ELCA constitution, we define the Word of God in three ways. First and
foremost, we confess that Jesus Christ in the flesh and raised from the dead is the
Word of God. Secondly, we also believe and confess the gospel of Christ is a living
Word, announced, prayed, and sung, from faith to faith. Faith comes by hearing
this Word (Romans 10:17). Martin Luther reminded his congregation that the
church is primarily a “Mouth House.” Here the gospel is spoken, proclaimed, and
heard. Luther also saw the sacraments—the water of Baptism and the bread and
wine of the Lord’s Supper—as “visible words” bearing the Holy Spirit and the body
and blood of Christ to us. Christ’s word of promise connected to physical elements



makes this true. But the God who created us still comes to us in, with, and under
these earthly elements. Thirdly, because the written Scriptures bear witness to this
living Word, they are also the Word of God or, as Luther said, it is the manger
bearing Christ to us. Thus, although the church appeals to this sacred book for
moral guidance, the gospel’s saving power must not be turned into a legal code, as
if God’s righteousness could be controlled by only citing the “letter of the law.”
Such activity risks twisting God’s saving Word into one or another view of what is
righteous, turning the living Christ’s promise into a dead letter.

Lutherans read the Bible in the light of Christ for the sake of the world God
loves. Some theologians have called this way of interpreting the Bible through the
good news of God in Christ an evangelical hermeneutic (that is, a gospel way of
interpreting). As we consider the quotation cited above from Martin Luther, who
was trained as an Old Testament scholar, we realize that he knew that Israel’s
Scriptures are full of God’s promises.

At the same time, Luther knew that God’s law is God’s will. For him and for
Lutherans who followed after him, God’s law functions in two primary ways. First,
God’s law orders human activities in ways that protect against harm and evil and
promote the civil good for all. Second, God’s law reveals the broken realities of our
lives in the light of God’s holiness. Luther’s protests against “Moses,” (in the quote
above) therefore, are not rejections of the law but an appeal not to confuse God’s
law with the gracious news of forgiveness in Christ.

3. We also read the Bible carefully, paying attention to every detail. According to
Matthew 5:18, our Lord Jesus made the point explicitly: “Truly I tell you,
until heaven and earth pass away, not one letter, not one stroke of a letter, will
pass from the law until all is accomplished.” But while the letter of the law
breaks through our pretenses, even “kills” us, the Spirit of the risen Christ
gives us life with the promise of life for the world.

Dwelling in Galatians
This study is proposing that throughout the ELCA we will begin our deliberations

by dwelling together in Paul’s letter to the churches in Galatia. Galatians may seem
like an odd choice. Apart from a few fierce words in Galatians 5, Paul says almost
nothing directly about sex in this letter. But Galatians is a strong choice. The six
chapters of this little book have been called “The Magna Carta of Christian
Freedom.” Galatians is the apostle Paul’s wisdom about how to view God’s law in
the light of the gospel of Jesus Christ. Paul was writing against fierce opponents,
people who had on their side clear scriptural texts demanding obedience to the
law. At the same time, Paul is a strong advocate of God’s law, against “fornication,
impurity, licentiousness,” ... “those who do such things (among others) will not
inherit the kingdom of God” (5:19, 21). Christian freedom is not the same as the
sinfulness that passes for sexual freedom.

There will be those who will be frustrated with the decision to listen to Paul’s
testimony. Dwelling in the Scriptures, however, significantly challenges our views of
what is most important, because God is not done with any of us. “My thoughts are
not your thoughts, nor are your ways my ways, says the Lord” (Isaiah 55:8). Our
faithful dwelling together in the Scriptures will bless us, and the world will be
blessed as well because we will be called beyond ourselves to our neighbor’s need.

We suggest that every session begin with hearing a portion of Galatians in the
context of worship. This reading of the text will be followed by silence and a
question to encourage the sharing of insights we have just “heard.” We may expect
that the Triune God will be present in the assembly of the faithful. These Bible

readings will not be directly linked to the sessions, as if the Scriptures could simply

“Lutherans read the Bible in the
light of Christ for the sake of the

world God loves.”

“Galatians is the apostle Paul’s
wisdom about how to view God’s
law in the light of the gospel of
Jesus Christ.”

“Dwelling in the Scriptures, how-
ever, significantly challenges our
views of what is most important,
because God is not done with any
of us.”



“In the eyes of faith the human
body in its capacity to make love,
to conceive, and to give birth is a
wonder of God’s creation,
bestowing the blessings of human

life.”

be “applied” like case law. Instead, the larger questions addressed in Galatians will
serve our quest for Christian wisdom and understanding about how to love God
and our neighbor in our lives as sexual beings. As we hear God’s law, our lives and
our world will be called to account. But we will also hear the promises of Christ’s
mercy, and we will hear God calling us to freedom from sin for the sake of the
neighbor and the world. The goal will be to listen together for the Holy Spirits

testimony as we hear Paul proclaim Christ and Christian freedom.

If Christian freedom is Paul’s theme—and ours! — then our discussion will be
less focused on rights or privileges, because the purpose of this freedom is the
blessing of the world and the neighbor. A profound question lies within each of
the topics we are deliberating: How shall we as sexual beings live for the benefit
of others?

We Listen for the Spirit as God’s Creatures

When Lutheran Christians seek wisdom about a complex reality like sexuality,
we already have a positive view of human life. Believing the God of the Bible, we
love and trust God’s creation. God created a good world, and God is still creating
good. “I believe that God has created me together with all that exists,” says the
Small Catechism. “God has given me and still preserves my body and soul; eyes,
ears, and all limbs and senses; reason and all mental faculties.” This means that we
may also use human reason and mental faculties to address issues that pertain to
this world. Far from rejecting human wisdom, our confession of God as creator
means that we are created to think about this world and act in a reasonable manner.
For example, we view the knowledge gained from natural and social sciences to be
gifts of God. Furthermore, when we confess that God so loved the world that God
gave Christ Jesus so that everyone who believes in him may have eternal life and
that the world might be saved through him, we must admit that “eternal life”
begins within this earthly life, as sexual and as mortal as God created it to be.
Because Christians also confess the resurrection of the body, we can look for that
day when God will complete and perfect the creation.

The Bible is filled with wonder at the creation. However, it is true that negative
attitudes about the earth and human sexuality may be found as far back as second-
century “Gnostic” sects, and even some Christians have thought it was more
spiritual to support such disdain for the body. To be sure, the New Testament
knows the hazards of living “according to the flesh” as if “gratifying the desires of
the flesh” is all there is (see Galatians 4:29; 5:16), but human creatures live “in the
flesh by faith” (Galatians 2:20). In the eyes of faith the human body in its capacity
to make love, to conceive, and to give birth, is a wonder of God’s creation,
bestowing the blessings of human life as Psalm 139:13-16 states.

We Listen to God as Forgiven Sinners

In the meanwhile, the world and our lives, including our sexual lives, are far from
perfect or even perfectible by our powers. Lutherans are traditionally skeptical of
schemes of human perfection because these schemes underestimate our participation
in evil. Something is deeply wrong in the world that God created good. Sin—being
turned away from God—marks the whole creation. The world and its peoples are
lost from God without the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus. Every Sunday,
Lutherans confess that “we are in bondage to sin” and we “cannot free ourselves.”
This confession also points to a still deeper conviction that includes both a dire
diagnosis and a profound promise. This is simply and powerfully expressed in
Luther’s explanation of the Third Article of the Apostle’s Creed, “On Being Made
Holy.”



I believe that by my own understanding or strength I cannot believe in Jesus
Christ my Lord or come to him, but instead the Holy Spirit has called me
through the gospel, enlightened me with his gifts, made me holy and kept
me in the truth faith, just as he calls, gathers, enlightens, and makes holy the
whole Christian church on earth and keeps it with Jesus Christ in the one
common, true faith.

The dire diagnosis is what Luther called “the bondage of the will.” In the
Reformation, Luther retrieved the gospel that God loves and forgives the ungodly.
This insight, far from merely leading to a correction of abuses in the church,
released once again God’s call to faith, understood as trust. As the Apostle Paul
taught, “God proves his love for us in that while we still were sinners Christ died
for us” (Romans 5.8).

For this reason, Luther stated in the first sentence of his explanation to the Third
Article: “I believe that by my own reason or strength / cannot believe in Jesus Christ
my Lord or come to him.” Lutherans confess (for example, in Article 20 of the
Augsburg Confession) that our human plight cannot simply be fixed by better
information. Yes, human reason is powerful, and our faith is served by sound
teaching. Our strengths of body and soul are also considerable, aiding us in all
kinds of deciding. But believing in Jesus as Lord is not about correct knowledge or
human decision. It is instead brought about by that creative Word of forgiveness
and new life that causes us to rely upon God.

God’s commands are clear: “You shall love the Lord your God with all your
heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind,” and “You shall love your
neighbor as yourself” (Matthew 22:37-39). Far from being easy to fulfill, these very
commandments reveal our inabilities and sin, our failure to trust God or love our
neighbors. As Paul wrote (Romans 3:20), by “the law comes knowledge of sin.”

God’s love for us, the ungodly, is a gift. In Christ, God loves us even when we are
turned in on ourselves with hearts of stone, and God turns us around and gives us
trusting hearts. Christ’s faithfulness to God alone is our holiness, never to be dis-
placed by some claim to personal holiness that would “nullify the grace of God; for
if justification comes through the law,” Paul insists in Galatians 2:21, “then Christ
died for nothing.”

Following Paul, Luther’s insight resulted in the liberation of the gospel. He
attacked pious-sounding doctrines of “free will” and denied that clergy and others
in religious “vocations” were doing more for God than common folk. Luther also
attacked the idea that those who adopted the celibate life were somehow holier
because their disciplined denial of sexual urges displayed a superior spirituality.
Striving to be asexual was not a holier state for creatures God had created as sexual
beings. The saving gospel, God’s work in Christ Jesus, dismisses every effort to put
ourselves in God’s place.

We Listen to God in Freedom
“Christian freedom is not just

Lutheran diagnosis of the bondage of the will in matters of salvation (see Article
18 of the Augsburg Confession) was sharply focused on our inability as sinful
creatures to decide to love God. The dire sickness of bondage to sin, however, is
followed by the promise of Christian freedom—the freedom to which God calls
and empowers Christians in their callings in the world: We are free from the guilt
of sin and free to serve. Christian freedom is not just doing whatever you want.
Instead, Lutherans confess that if our Christian proclamation does not announce
salvation by grace through faith on account of Christ, it is just religious talk, not
the gospel. At the same time, if this freedom does not bless the neighbor, it is only
self-interest, not true Christian freedom.

doing whatever you want.
Instead, Lutherans confess that if
our Christian proclamation does
not announce salvation by grace
through faith on account of
Christ, it is just religious talk,
not the gospel. At the same time,
if this freedom does not bless the
neighbor, it is only self-interest,
not true Christian freedom.”



“Lutherans are persuaded that
Christian faith liberates us for
responsibility to the neighbor in
the world.”

As the apostle Paul testified:

For freedom Christ has set us free. Stand firm, therefore, and do not submit
again to a yoke of slavery. ...For you were called to freedom, brothers and
sisters; only do not use your freedom as an opportunity for self-indulgence, but
through love become slaves to one another. For the whole law is summed up in
a single commandment, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.” (Galatians

5:1, 13-14)

God doesn’t need our good works, but our neighbor does. Because of what Christ
Jesus has done for us without our deserving it, we are set free to do good to our
neighbor in need (Luke 10:25-37). As Luther says in “The Freedom of a
Christian,” in Christ we are perfectly free lords of all, subject to none, and we are
also perfectly dutiful servants of all, subject to all. Because Luther meditates on this
paradox throughout that booklet and helps us understand the relation between our
freedom in Christ and our responsibility toward our neighbor, this study provides a
separate guide to this work for further reflection on our common theme (see page

121 of this study).

In speaking of freedom, Luther and later Lutherans were using a term employed
not only by Paul in a Christian sense but also, in a very different sense, by philoso-
phers long before Paul. Moreover, after the Reformation, others used the term to
construct a vision of human, political freedom, at least for landowning, free men,
who, according to the Declaration of Independence of the United States were
“endowed by their creator with inalienable rights.” This “self-evident” view of
political freedom has slowly extended to include all people, and public talk about
freedom, including sexual freedom, has thus often focused on the political issues

of “rights.”

Lutheran Christians are also deeply interested in questions of rights for protecting
their neighbor’s interests and for the well being of the society. But we are careful not
to equate these rights that make up our civic freedom with our freedom in Christ.
In addition to civic freedom, social scientists, economists, geneticists, and others
are also engaged in rich conversations about the role of natural and social factors in
shaping human sexual identity and behavior. In modern understandings of the
limits of human freedom, human beings are shaped by and stuck with practical
realities. Because Lutherans affirm that God gives human beings gifts to explore and
understand this world, we understand that we are responsible agents, even in our
“limited” state, in relation to one another and the world. Lutherans have been
eager to learn from the natural and social sciences about our standing in this world,
but they also view humans most profoundly in terms of their standing before God.
Once we understand that without Christ Jesus, no one is righteous by God’s
standards, we trust that God’s saving mercy for us extends to others too.

Lutherans are persuaded that Christian faith liberates us for responsibility to the
neighbor in the world. There are no guarantees that Christians will think more
clearly than others about God’s creation. Therefore, rather than defining special
“Christian” boundaries for the wisdom of this world, we affirm all such wisdom
that encourages love of neighbor and does not make false claims about God. We
move into unknown matters of this world from this center in Christ. And we are
eager to make common cause with all people of good will who have wisdom about
what is truly good for the world and the neighbor, especially the vulnerable and
the children. Our deliberation about sexuality can be a significant example of our
exercise of Christian freedom.

In this light, sexuality is a matter of human understanding, healthy practice,
and medical knowledge. It is not a hidden spiritual secret or an inherent knowledge,
but rather must be formed and nurtured. Martin Luther, in his down-to-earth



comments on God’s commandment against adultery, for example, praised the sexu-
ality of marriage as holier and more pleasing to God than the denial of one’s sexual
life (asceticism). In the Large Catechism, he wrote that God established marriage
<« . . .

before all others as the first of all institutions, and he created man and woman
differently (as is evident) not for indecency but to be true to each other, to be fruit-
ful, to beget children, and to nurture and bring them up to the glory of God.” He
was also aware that marriage is not appropriate for everyone.

People who do not believe in God or who disagree with Luther’s understanding
of marriage are welcome in the discussion because this public or political view of
God’s law (the “civil use”) opens the space for Christians and non-Christians to

matters of morality and ethics. Christians bring convictions about what it means to

be human, and the discussion of sexuality provides significant opportunities to bear
witness to the faith. But disagreements in these matters will not by themselves
separate Christians from one another or from their non-Christian neighbors. Even
when we hold deeply contrary views on moral issues, questions of church and civil
law are not necessarily church dividing. The church and its unity are grounded in
the gospel. Our identity in Christ Jesus as forgiven sinners provides us with the
basis from which to pursue what will truly benefit the earthly welfare of human
beings and the world itself.

We first ground ourselves in the gospel. “In this is love, not that we loved
God but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the atoning sacrifice for our sins”
(1 John 4:10). Then in respectful conversation with others of good will, we who are
Christian seek healthy wisdom on how to love our neighbors through our sexual
lives and in the arenas of our vocations in home and family, work, public life, and
communities of worship.

We Look Ahead

In the sessions that follow you are invited to listen to God’s Word and to the
witness of God’s Spirit. You will also be encouraged to listen to one another, even as
you worship together and discuss the session topics and questions. Session 2 will
elaborate on Christian themes about sexuality and an evangelical ethic. Session 3
will show how we are all participants in various kinds of “cultures,” each of which
provide different lenses for discerning the good of our neighbor or drawing us away
from freedom in Christ. Sessions 4-7 introduce specific issues related to sexuality.
Here you will explore and deliberate about the impact of social institutions, power,
money, and economic status on sexuality and sexual practice, always considering
how the freedom of the gospel and Jesus’ call to love the neighbor may influence
our attitudes and practices. The final session will help you draw your experience
and your thoughts together, so that you and your group can communicate with the
Task Force for ELCA Studies on Sexuality. The task force is providing this study as
part of its work toward developing a social statement and wants to know what you
have learned and what may need to be said on these matters.

Listening to Our Questions

1. Reflecting on what you have read in this session and anticipating the study
sessions that lie ahead, in what spirit do you hope your discussions and
deliberation will unfold? Why is this important?

2. According to what you have read, how are gospel and law to be understood?
How can being clear about what these mean guide your discussion?

3. What wisdom does our Lutheran theology provide regarding free will and
making choices? How does this wisdom influence the way we deliberate
together and the way we view our neighbors?

A participatory process

This study, like those before it,
invites members of this church
into conversation with the task
force...[it] has been developed
in a way that fulfills the ELCA's
commitment to developing
social statements through
probing its theological
resources in a participatory
process of study and reflection.
Participants are strongly urged
to share comments and
responses with the task force by
November 1, 2007. This will
assist the task force in crafting
the first draft of a social state-
ment on sexuality...

(from the Introduction)



4. How do civic freedoms differ from freedom in the gospel? In what ways may
these understandings of freedom intersect?

5. How is it possible to hold deeply contrary views and still remain together as
one church?

6. What new insight or understanding have you gained from reading this session?
How has this been important to you?

7. What, if any, questions or concerns were raised by the reading? What more
would you like to know or understand?

CLOSING

Prayer
Good and gracious God, giver of all good gifts, we give you thanks for the gift of

each other and for your church. As we seek to understand ourselves and our world,
give us wisdom and patience. Help us to listen thoughtfully with profound respect
for one another. Instill us with vision and imagination, forgiveness and humility. In
Jesus’ name we pray. Amen.

Dismissal
Leader: Go in peace.

All: Thanks be to God

Endnotes

! The terms sexual “creatures” and sexual “beings” are used interchangeably thoughout this study. Each
carries important connotations that either alone misses.

2 From Zuthers Warks, vol. 35, (Muhlenberg Press, Philadelphia, 1960, E. Theodore Bachmann, edi-
tor), p 360.



Created As Sexual Beings

GATHERING

Hymn

See hymn suggestions on p. 79.

Prayer

Behold, Lord, an empty vessel that needs to be filled. My Lord, fill it. I am weak
in the faith; strengthen me. I am cold in love; warm me and make me fervent, that
my love may go out to my neighbor. I do not have a strong and firm faith; at times
I doubt and am unable to trust you altogether. O Lord, help me. Strengthen my
faith and trust in you. In you I have sealed the treasure of all I have. I am poor; you
are rich and came to be merciful to the poor. I am a sinner; you are upright. With
me, there is an abundance of sin; in you is the fullness of righteousness. Therefore I
will remain with you, of whom I can receive, but to whom I may not give. Amen.

(A prayer of Martin Luther, ELW, page 87)

HEARING THE WORD

Galatians 1:11—2:10 ® The Freedom We Have in Christ Jesus!
The full text of this reading can be found on p. 93.

CONSIDERING THE WORD

Silence

Discernment

What did you hear? Is there a word of God for us?

RESPONDING TO WORD AND WORLD

Vignette

Questions at the end of the session (p. 25) are provided for your reflection on
this vignette.

Abbey and Billy

Abbey is a confident and expressive sophomore at Central High School who is
very involved with school theater and her church youth group. While many of her
peers struggle with self-image issues, Abbey appears to “have it all figured out.”
But this is not the whole story. Ever since she started junior high, she has struggled
to deal with her own developing body and sexual identity, and she has questions
because she feels that she is given conflicting messages about sexuality from her
church, parents, friends, and the media. Abbey loves listening to her mom’s
“vintage” Madonna albums from the 1980s and admires Madonna’s strong, self-
confident female sexuality. A lot of her favorite female singers seem to share this

Session




A growing phenomena

Reliable national statistics about
the incidence of oral sex among
teenagers has not yet been
established, but anecdotal evi-
dence and the increase in some
sexually related diseases sug-
gests that the practice is a rapid-
ly growing phenomena in high
school and even in middle
school.

sense that sexuality is powerful and something to be proud of or even flaunt. Abbey
would be the first to admit, however, that not all her music has positive images of
women’s sexuality. She loves the beat and rhythms of rap music, too, even though
she knows that a lot of her favorite songs have really negative, even abusive, images
of women.

Even the church seems to have conflicting views of sexuality. Sometimes it seems
that the church and her parents are simply “against” sexuality. Her parents have
brought up concerns about her dating and sexual activity. In church, she hears Bible
verses that say the “flesh” is bad, and that seems to imply that our bodies and sex
are bad. The adults at church seem so uptight about sex. They either avoid talking
about sex or simply see her sexuality as a “problem.” Once in confirmation, how-
ever, Pastor Debbie talked about how God created human bodies and sexuality, and
that they were “good” in God’s eyes. Frankly, it reminded her of her mother’s five
minute “birds and the bees” talk after she got her period for the first time. That was
awkward and slightly embarrassing. Nonetheless, she remembered what her pastor
said, and, while Abbey didn’t want moral lectures, she did want more information
on how Christian faith looks at human sexuality and sexual actions.

Beyond Abbey’s feelings and questions about her own sexuality, she is interested
in being more sexually active with her boyfriend, Billy. But she has some faith ques-
tions here as well. Billy is a junior soccer player at her high school. His family, like
Abbey’s, goes to a Lutheran church. With a little encouragement from friends who
told them they made a great couple, they started “going out” four months ago.
They really care for each other, and even their parents seem to approve of their
dating. Last Saturday, after a movie, Billy and Abbey were alone in his car when
Billy suggested that they should take their physical relationship a step further and
have oral sex. Abbey thought this question would come up eventually, but told Billy
that she didn’t know if she was ready to go that far. Billy said that was fine.

He wanted her to be comfortable with it, but he also said that a lot of his friends
have received oral sex, and it is supposed to be safe. Abbey knows that some of her
friends have had oral sex and she would like to please him. Still, she has some
questions.

One of those is whether there is anything right or wrong about this. There is a
new female youth director at her church, Nicole, who is a young, recent college
graduate, and very popular with the high school group. Abbey decides to approach
her for some guidance. Abbey wants to know what her faith, or even the Bible says
about such actions. She knows intercourse is wrong, but oral sex doesn’t seem the
same because she and Billy would both still be virgins. And Abbey feels relieved
because she definitely can't get pregnant this way. What's more, a lot of her friends
say oral sex isn't really sex. The more she thinks about it, she can't really see any
downside to “doing it.” With some hesitation, she stops by church after school one
day and knocks on Nicole’s door... .

Setting the Context

Abbey’s story introduces the key topics to be covered in this session. She has
heard that sexuality is part of God’s good creation. Yet, she has also heard and likely
observed that matters of sexuality and practicing sex are not all viewed in a positive
way. She wonders what the church has to say about these issues. What might, or
should, the youth director tell Abbey? In a broader context, what insights do we,
as Lutherans, offer to questions about human sexuality or sexual actions in an
increasingly complex world? That, of course, is fundamental to what prompted this
church to commission the task force to develop a social statement regarding human
sexuality. This entire study will aid that process. In this session we will explore some
of the fundamental commitments of the Christian heritage about sexuality and con-
sider a way of proceeding that can guide our thinking on these matters.



Why is this work so important at this time? Our society today is clearly seeing
changes in sexual practice and in attitudes toward sexuality. This social upheaval
appears to be fueled by multiple social, technological, and economic forces. These
include advances in medical knowledge and practice, communication technology,
social mobility, social fragmentation, marketing and media forces, and many more.
The evidence of the change in sexual practice and attitude is abundant. To cite
only one example, The National Survey of Youth and Religion in 2003 reported
that about 1/5 of Protestant teenagers reported engaging in sexual intercourse in the
previous year.

These studies about sexual activity among teens, on the other hand, also do indi-
cate that worship attendance and church involvement seem to have an impact on
young people’s sexual behavior. The troubling news is that few congregations seem
to be able to offer much in-depth attention to helping youth think about sexuality.
Further, while church teachings do matter to these young people, the answers are
not easy and it is no longer persuasive, if it ever was, to say: “Well, that’s the way it
has always been” or “The Bible just says don’t do it.” Teens, like most adults today,
desire explanations and want good reasons.

Conversation in the church about human sexuality and sexual ethics, however, is
important for other reasons as well. Within the general culture, and even within
many congregations, some believe that the church is simply embarassed by or
against anything that has to do with bodies or sexuality. Others assume, or have
experienced, reluctance within the church to talk about sexuality. Moreover, the
Christian message can be heard as a conflicted one—bodies are wonderfully made,
but, at the same time, full of sin and lust, and shouldn’t be trusted.

The powerful influence of contemporary culture, especially in the media, offers
yet other obstacles to a healthy understanding of sexuality that the church must
face. Marketing and media beat a constant drum of sexual images designed to sell
products, to hype sexual prowess, and treat sex as though it were value free.
Moreover, the primary value in this culture is individualistic “freedom,” an idea that
when connected with bodies and sexuality often means something like: “Any pleas-
ure that I choose is OK as long as it doesnt overtly hurt someone else.”
Contemporary society is radically pluralistic, in the sense that most people are
aware of many, many alternative views on sexuality and how it is played out in
terms of personal identity and morals. Considering multiple perspectives has its
beneficial side, but conflicting interpretations can also lead to a sense of turmoil.

Finally, even without all these contemporary challenges, our human experience as
sexual beings has always been full of ambiguities. It is powerful, mysterious, scary,
delightful, and destructive, sometimes all at the same time. While being wonderful,
sexuality brings conflicting impulses and often contradictory feelings regarding one’s
own body, its relation to others around us, and the social order. The discussion of
sexuality with other people, even in general terms, is just plain hard. But we are get-
ting ahead of ourselves. Let’s first go back to the statement that Abbey’s Pastor
Debbie made about God creating sexuality “good.”

Sexuality Is Part of God’s Good Creation

The first word Scripture uses to describe humans, including their bodies, is
“very good” (Genesis 1:27, 31), and so the first theological statement affirms the
goodness of the body and sexuality as part of God’s good creation. Yet, even from
the beginning of Christianity, this affirmation of the goodness of human bodies,
including our sexuality, was hard won. In Jesus’ time and, especially, in the centuries
after, much of the culture took a very negative view of the body. One prevalent and
vigorous tendency saw the mind (or soul) as separate from the body, which opened
the door for the claim that the mind (or soul) was good and the body was bad.

Protestant youth and sex

In the National Study of Youth
and Religion, Protestant teens,
aged 13-17, were polled on the
subjects of sexual abstinence
before marriage and engage-
ment in sexual intercourse. In
brief, the response to these
questions is as follows:

Question: Do you think that
people should wait to have sex
until they are married, or not
necessarily?

“Sixty-three percent of all
Protestant teens [aged 13-17]
say they think that people
should wait to have sex until
they are married while only 38
percent of unaffliliated teens
believe in sexual abstinence
before marriage.”

“For mainline and conservative
Protestant teens, regular church
attendance appears to increase
support for sexual abstinence
before marriage.”

Among ELCA youth polled, 52
percent said people should wait
to have sex until they are mar-
ried. That number went up to
57 percent among youth who
regularly attended worship.

Question: When was the last
time you had sexual inter-
course? (Asked only of those
teenagers who said they had
engaged in sexual intercourse.)

“Almost one-fifth (19%) of
Protestant teenagers [aged 13-
171 report engaging in sexual
intercourse in the last year.”

“Factors such as race, social sta-
tus, age, and gender normally
play a role in affecting teen sex-
ual activity.”

“Regularly attending Protestant
teens are generally less likely to
have sex than are all Protestant
teens.”



Among ELCA youth polled, five
percent indicated that they had
engaged in sexual intercourse in
the last year, and among those
who regularly attended church,
the percentage dropped to near-
ly zero.

For a full statistical breakdown
and analysis of these and more
questions, see Portraits of
Protestant Teens: A Report on
Teenagers in Major U.S.
Denominations by P. Schwadel
and C. Smith. Chapel Hill:
National Study of Youth and
Religion, 2005.

“God intends for sexuality to be
what it is, a wonderful dimension
of who we are, not a lowly after-
thought.”

This cultural tendency had its impact on Christian thinking across the centuries,
especially regarding bodily urges. For instance, certain early church theologians sug-
gested that Christians should not have sexual desires, even toward a spouse, because
such desires detracted from attention to the religious or spiritual character of life.
This was one of the arguments used by the medieval church for the belief that
celibacy was a high and pure religious good. The church insisted that priests and
certain others involved in direct service to the church must not marry.

The belief that sexual intercourse was somehow a “lower” or defiling human
action was challenged dramatically in the Reformation, as is evident in the docu-
ments of our Lutheran Confessions. For instance, the Apology to the Augsburg
Confession XXIII critiques monastic life severely and commends marriage. It
affirms natural affections as created good, including sexual appetites or desires
(within bounds). Martin Luther’s writings go a step further when he sings high
praises for the vocation of marriage and child-rearing as some of the most holy and
honorable roles a Christian can hold. In his writing, “The Estate of Marriage,” he
even holds that diapering a baby is the holy calling of both men and women.!
Lutheran Confessions affirm sexuality as a part of responsible vocation in a faithful

life.

While there are conflicting impulses within Christianity, the body-affirming
aspects are evident in its Creeds, Sacraments and practices. That is, God is making
bodies and sexuality good even now as God continuously and creatively sustains
and brings forth a new creation moment by moment. Moreover, the Creeds
affrim that the body will be resurrected as part of the resurrection of all the dead
when God, who is the God of the future, brings the whole creation to reflect God’s
purposes and goodness. Human sexuality, then, participates in this ongoing creation
and its ultimate fulfillment. God intends for sexuality to be what it is, a wonderful
dimension of who we are, not an embarassing or lowly afterthought.

Distorted Sexuality

In addition to its affirmation of human sexuality, the Lutheran tradition recog-
nizes that human life in all its dimensions has “been marred by sin, which alienates
us from God and others. This results in expressions of sexuality that harm persons
and communities” (ELCA “Message on Sexuality, Some Common Convictions,”
p.1). Previous church statements and messages on human sexuality have spelled out
opposition to such harms by opposing adultery, sexual abuse (“whether heterosexual,
homosexual, whether by a spouse, family member, person in authority, date,
acquaintance, or stranger”), promiscuity, prostitution, practices that spread sexually
transmitted diseases, pornography, and images of sexuality in media and advertising
that do not “honor marriage and promote mutual respect, responsibility, and com-
mitment to one another.” (Common Convictions, p.7) It is important to take such
stances in a world where abuses involving sexuality are so pervasive.

In the Lutheran tradition, however, we are urged to go deeper and consider sin in
even broader terms than any list of wrong actions. The Book of Concord builds on
Scripture’s insistence that human sinfulness is not essentially about a list of wrong
behaviors, but rather about mistrust in God. Sin is, essentially, defined in two ways
in the Lutheran tradition: First, sin is being “curved in on one’s self” or self-
obsessed. Secondly, sin is misdirected trust and desire (called “concupiscence” in
classic texts). The Large Catechism’ discussion of the First Commandment, for
instance, claims that placing oneself above God or God’s intentions for the restora-
tion of all creation amounts to a sin of idolatry. Sin is, essentially, mistrust or misdi-
rection of one’s desires toward self-gratification or self-assertion at the expense of
others. It is ignoring God’s calling to service and love. As Lutheran theologian
Walter Bouman wrote, “The question in the Lutheran tradition with regard to



sinfulness is first the individual’s trust orientation, not conformity to one or another
norm. ...Our sinfulness is disclosed in the struggle between the freedom conferred
by the gospel to offer ourselves into the service of the Reign of God and the
bondage of being driven by our fears and anxiety to justify and protect ourselves.”

This Lutheran insight about the reality of sin within both oneés action and personal
identity takes the discussion of sexuality deeper, for it means that “sexual sin” can
occur even within marriage. Sexual activity within marriage is sinful if it is self-
centered and does not express genuine love and respect of the spouse. Such an
understanding of sin removes sexuality from a simple list of “sinful lusts” and
should challenge us into a deeper understanding of sin’s pervasiveness and
complexity.

Laying Groundwork for Deliberation

The Christian faith, then, is not surprised by the mixed delight and confusion
around issues of human sexuality. It understands human sexuality as part of the
ongoing goodness of creation and the work of God’s Spirit. At the same time,
Lutheran Christianity recognizes that sin permeates every human society and every
human endeavor, and some of the most harmful sins against our neighbors involve
matters of sexuality. It is for this reason that Christian sexual ethics is necessary—
ethics being understood here as the activity of thoughtful reflection and community

deliberation on what is right, good, or fitting for humans to do and to be. « ar
Lutheran theology...illuminates

An evangelical ethic or approach takes up this task, first and foremost, with a keen the dual nature of human sexuali-
awareness that is rooted in and fundamentally shaped by the good news of God’s &y as both blessed and corrupted.
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bility. In this freedom it turns to insights from Scripture, prior theology, and church Yet, simultaneously we are also in
teaching, but also employs reason and the best contemporary knowledge available disarray because of the effects of
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in discussing complex sexual issues. Illustrated in this study by attention to sin in our lives.

Galatians and Luther’s “The Freedom of the Christian,” this evangelical approach
holds in tension both contemporary knowledge and contemporary questions with
what has been thought and believed in the past. Third, it acknowledges previous
Lutheran church teachings about sexuality as prime sources even while recognizing
that the Spirit is ever active in creative and sometimes startling ways. In this light it
recognizes that Lutheran church teachings have sometimes been limited or even
damaging and so asks about the need for reform. In all of this, the point is to con-
struct for today a vision of healthy sexuality where “health” is understood as culti-
vating a growing love and concern for God, neighbor, and self.

Throughout this Study, it is important to note, we make a distinction between
human sexuality and sexual actions and behaviors. Human sexuality is about our iden-
tity, who we are as sexual creatures, while ethical deliberations regarding sexual
actions or behaviors discuss what we do with that sexuality. Whether we are chil-
dren, adults, single, married, divorced, straight or gay, we are all sexual beings.
One’s sexual identity and one’s sexual behaviors or actions are, of course, deeply
connected. Thus, a critique of a person’s choices or sexual behavior can be felt as a
personal attack, because sexuality is also about identity. Likewise, when a person is
sexually abused or violated, his or her sense of self-identity can, and often is, deeply
scarred.

Lutheran theology offers a crucial perspective on this self-identity. It illuminates
the dual nature of human sexuality as both blessed and corrupted. We are blessed,
freed by God’s love, and wonderfully created. Yet, simultaneously we are also in
disarray because of the effects of sin in our lives. Human sexuality and sexual
behaviors offer ready examples of both this beauty and corruption. Our Lutheran
evangelical approach helps us see that we don't need to pretend that we can be
perfectly moral or that getting sexuality “right” is fully possible. At the same time,



it provides theological and practical insights that we can call upon as we deliberate
with one another and seek to discern the leading of God’s Spirit for what will lead
to healthy sexual mores.

We begin by examining one incident of Luther’s own struggles with sexual ethics
regarding marriage in order to illustrate an evangelical approach to issues pertaining
to human sexuality. The example will acknowledge both the importance of church
teachings and the complications involved in faithful ethical decisions.

A Case Study of Sexual Ethics from Luther

Luther wrote:

Consider the following case: A woman, wed to an impotent man, is unable to
prove her husband’s impotence in court, or perhaps she is unwilling to do so
with the mass of evidence and all the notoriety which the law demands; yet she
is desirous of having children or is unable to remain continent. Now suppose

I had counseled her to procure a divorce from her husband in order to marry
another, satisfied that her own and her husband’s conscience and their experi-
ence were ample testimony of his impotence; but the husband refused his
consent to this. Then I would further counsel her, with the consent of the

man (who is not really her husband, but only a dweller under the same roof
with her), to have intercourse with another, say her husband’s brother, but to
keep this marriage secret and to ascribe the children to the so-called putative
father. The question is: Is such a woman saved and in a saved state? I answer:
Certainly, because in this case an error, ignorance of the man’s impotence,
impedes the marriage; and the tyranny of the laws permits no divorce. But

the woman is free through the divine law, and cannot be compelled to remain
continent. Therefore the man ought to concede her right, and give up to some-
body else the wife who is his only in outward appearance.

Moreover, if the man will not give his consent, or agree to this separation—
rather than allow the woman to burn [I Cor. 7:9] or to commit adultery—I
would counsel her to contract a marriage with another and flee to a distant
unknown place. What other counsel can be given to one constantly struggling
with the dangers of natural emotions? Now I know that some are troubled by
the fact that the children of this secret marriage are not the rightful heirs of
their putative father. But if it was done with the consent of the husband, then
the children will be the rightful heirs. If, however, it was done without his
knowledge or against his will, then let unbiased Christian reason, or better,
charity, decide which one of the two has done the greater injury to the other.
The wife alienates the inheritance, but the husband has deceived his wife and is
defrauding her completely of her body and her life. Is not the sin of a man who
wastes his wife’s body and life a greater sin than that of the woman who merely
alienates the temporal goods of her husband? Let him, therefore, agree to a
divorce, or else be satisfied with heirs not his own, for by his own fault he
deceived an innocent girl and defrauded her both of life and of the full use of
her body, besides giving her an almost irresistible cause for committing
adultery.3

An Evangelical Approach to Discussing Sexuality

In this surprising example, Luther appeals to the “sources” mentioned earlier:
Scripture, prior theology, “‘natural law” reason, and to some degree, human experience.
He thinks about the moral issue at hand in light of scriptural norms and reason,
concrete realities, the women’s needs and his strong, theological affirmation about
the important vocation of parenthood.



At first glance it might seem that Luther can be faulted, or praised—depending
on one’s viewpoint—because his ethical recommendations seem determined by the
particular situation and a vague norm of “love,” rather than relying, for instance, on
scriptural commandments against adultery. It might seem that he is operating with
a moral method in which the end justifies the means. It is important to remember,
however, that for Luther and those around him, marriage was defined by intercourse
and having children. Thus, while public rites and the law indicated that this woman
was married, Luther viewed this woman as unmarried, since the husband did not
fulfill conjugal responsibilities. The husband rejected his marriage commitment and
thus deprived the woman of any possibility of fulfilling her responsibility in mar-
riage. When we read with this in mind, Luther’s creativity here is not a disregard for
biblical and Christian precedent, but a use of moral reasoning that preserves
Christian principles, attends to the concrete realities of this “neighbor,” and is
creative in moral guidance. Luther uses this anchored yet flexible approach to
address this situation of human brokenness with frankness and creativity, rather
than appealing only to Scripture’s commands, or applying some list of moral
prescriptions.

This approach can suggest for us the importance of being deeply formed in the
common convictions of the church while being creative in the face of the immense
complexity of situations in our contemporary context. This evangelical approach
asks: What serves the law of love? (Galatians 5:14) Or to put it in terms of this
study: How can we as sexual beings best understand what it means to love our
neighbor as ourselves and thus fulfill God’s law (of love)?

Common Christian Convictions about Sexuality

Central to the Christian view on sexuality is the recognition that this good
dimension of who we are—being sexual—must be ordered so that human individu-
als and human society can flourish. This ordering of sexuality has always involved
looking to scriptural injunctions, such as those against adultery in the Ten
Commandments and elsewhere. However, the Christian tradition has been selective
about applying other biblical laws, such as those found in Leviticus 20:10-21, to
help order sexual activity. Nonetheless, the main lines of Christian theology suggest
certain convictions that have helped evaluate sexual behavior and guide the forma-
tion of sexuality identity within the community of believers. These convictions set a
standard by which practices are “normally” measured or evaluated. The importance
of such “norms” vary in emphasis and weight, as well as in application, within the
community of faith.

Lisa Cahill, a Christian scholar in sexual ethics, has claimed that Christian tradi-
tions suggest five general guidelines in its history that address both the purpose
and the appropriate relationships or context for sexual behavior. The purpose of
sexual behavior has been seen mainly as: 1) procreation, 2) the satisfaction of sexual
desire, and 3) the expression of a positive emotional relationship of love between
the partners. Most often, Christian traditions have affirmed that the conzexz of these
behaviors should include 4) a marital commitment, usually permanent and exclu-
sive, and that these relationships are 5) heterosexual as an implicit precondition of
procreative marriage.* These convictions regarding appropriate purposes and con-
texts of sexual behaviors are evident in the Lutheran Confessions and in statements
by the ELCA’s predecessor church bodies as well as a majority of other Christian
denominations today. As testimony to the variations of convictions, however, Cahill
notes that “contemporary Christian sexual ethics gives much more emphasis to love
(item 3) as a norm, and less to procreation (item 1).” She points out that the
Christian teaching about sexuality is now weighted more heavily toward “positive
good and an avenue of love and commitment...[while] procreation is widely seen as
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“Christians of good conscience
have differing opinions on what
forms of love and relationship
strengthen and serve individual
‘neighbors,” the social communi-

ty, and the church.”

valuable but not essential. Marriage continues to be affirmed as the normative or
ideal context for sex and procreation by most Christian bodies and authors, while
some justify pre- or extramarital sex that expresses love.”s

The 1996 ELCA social message, “Sexuality: Some Common Convictions”
illustrates Cahill’s point about these general Christian convictions regarding the
purposes and contexts for sexual activity. It also is an example of the different
emphasis and weight that have been granted to the five. It states, “Human sexuality
was created good for the purposes of expressing love and generating life, for mutual
companionship and pleasure.” The message emphasizes the emotional and unifying
dimension of sexual relations. While it points to procreation as a purpose of
marriage, it does not hold procreation as essential to it. There is, further, little
attention to item “2” (“satisfaction of sexual desire”) or scripture’s view of marriage
as necessary to control sexual passion (1 Corinthians 7:9). “Common Convictions”
maintains the commitment to marriage as the exclusive framework for the fullness
of sexual expression (item 4). This indicates the heterosexual precondition, even as
lifelong same-sex sexual relationships are not extensively addressed. Marriage is
defined in “Common Convictions” as “a lifelong covenant of faithfulness between a
man and woman. In marriage, two persons become “one flesh” (Genesis 2:24;
Matthew 19:4-6) and create a personal sexual union that embodies God’s loving
purpose to create and enrich life. Because of the affirmation of “abstinence outside
of marriage,” it does not “justify pre- or extramarital sex that expresses love”
(Cahill’s depiction of some current Christian ethical stances on sexual behavior),
whether it is heterosexual or homosexual.

“Sexuality: Some Common Convictions” states that, “mindful of the sin to which
all succumb, Christians are called to:

* respect the integrity and dignity of all persons, whatever their age, gender,
sexual orientation, or marital status;

* discern and provide guidance for what it means to live responsibly as sexual

beings;

* support through prayer and counsel those facing questions about their
sexuality;

* heal those who have been abused or violated, or whose relationships are
broken.” (Page 2)

Opverall, the ELCA message, like this study, provides a basis for Lutherans to
discuss sexuality rooted in both the gospel and “the law of love” whereby “through
words and actions Christians seek to build up one another and the whole Christian
community” (Ibid.).

It is important to remember that the 1996 message “Sexuality: Some Common
Convictions” was not adopted as a social statement of the ELCA. Rather, it brought
together points of consensus on sexuality that were gathered from predecessor
church bodies. Iz reveals what the Lutheran church has thought, and we are being
asked to think together again in order to create a social statement on human sexuality
for the ELCA. This thinking together is needed because Christians of good con-
science have differing opinions on what forms of love and relationship strengthen
and serve individual “neighbors,” the social community, and the church. Some
within the church wonder if alternative arrangements such as committed cohabita-
tion for a heterosexual couple under certain circumstances, might support human
flourishing. Other Christians believe, given some individuals’ sexual orientation to
same-sex relations, that human sexuality could be lived out faithfully in same-gender
relations. Others call for “thinking again” about certain matters because Lutheran
writings—from the Reformation down to today—have not addressed adequately, if



at all, sexuality in childhood and adolescence, or sexual expression for those who are
single or denied legal and ecclesiastical access to marriage. There has been minimal
discussion of sexuality as “socially constructed,” of sexual abuse, or of sexuality in
relation to economic situation. In these ways, references to the Lutheran heritage
fall short of settling debates today even while elements of that heritage is affirmed
as critical to contemporary deliberation in finding the Spirit’s guidance.

Our Lutheran heritage clearly does hold up three visions: First, it can offer a
vision for sexuality within Christian marriage that challenges today’s negative or
trivialized understandings of sexuality in marriage. This vision calls us to consider
our sexuality in terms of vulnerable, mutual, committed love that seeks the good of
the other person. Within this bond, the potential is great for deep, intimate,
delight-filled sexual experience as well as the potential for damage or abuse.

Second, it can offer a more generalized vision of healthy human sexuality based
in the understanding that God created a good world, including our bodies, and that
we are called in all our relationships to love and serve the neighbor. Key principles,
such as responsible love and care of oneself and others, can be used as a basis for
understanding one’s own personal sexual identity, no matter what age or situation.

Third, as this session suggests, it provides an approach for deliberation and moral
evaluation, grounded in theological and scriptural tradition, one that seeks to
address the particular complexities of our time without glossing over difficult issues
with pat answers.

Invitation to Moral Deliberation
You are invited now to discuss the following questions.

1. In the vignette, what possible responses could the youth director offer to
Abbey? Consider the evangelical approach described in the session, the
commonly held convictions regarding sexuality within the Christian tradi-
tion, and Lutheran theological understandings of sexuality’s goodness and
brokenness. Based on these and your own experience, what response should
be given to Abbey? How does this response illustrate an understanding of the
good of the neighbor?

2. Do you agree or disagree that the most basic question to ask in developing a
Lutheran ethic regarding sexuality is this: What does it mean to lovingly seek
the good of the neighbor in terms of human sexuality? What, if any, other
question or questions may be more “basic”?

3. How do you respond to the idea that moral laws or traditional norms may
not always provide the most life-giving answer to an issue of sexuality? What
about this concept do you find disturbing? Helpful?

4. What did you think of Luther’s advice to the woman in the case study? How
did he reach his conclusions? How may this help us understand how to make
similar decisions, especially related to sexuality and sexual practices? If it
doesn’t help, how does it hinder?

5. Describe the three key components of an evangelical approach to moral
deliberation (p. 21). What you would add to or subtract from these compo-
nents? Why?

6.  What does it mean to you to say that God has created humans and human
. <« » . . <« 3
sexuality “good”? How is this “goodness” messed up?

7. As you look ahead to some of the topics in future sessions, what questions or
concerns are uppermost in your mind?



CLOSING

Prayer

Power of the eternal Father, help me. Wisdom of the Son, enlighten the eye of
my understanding. Tender mercy of the Holy Spirit, unite my heart to yourself.
Eternal God, restore health to the sick and life to the dead. Give us a voice, your
own voice, to cry out to you for mercy for the world. You, light, give us light. You,
wisdom, give us wisdom, You, supreme strength, strengthen us. Amen. (A prayer of
Catherine of Sienna, ELW, page 87)

Dismissal
Leader: Go in peace.

All: Thanks be to God.

End Notes
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Sexuality, Culture, and Freedom

GATHERING

Hymn

See hymn suggestions on p. 79.

Prayer

Gracious and holy God, give us diligence to seek you, wisdom to perceive you,
and patience to wait for you. Grant us, O God, a mind to meditate on you, eyes to
behold you, ears to listen for your word, a heart to love you, and a life to proclaim
you through the power of the Spirit of Jesus Christ, our Savior and Lord. Amen.
(ELW, page 76)

HEARING THE WORD

Galatians 2:11—3:14 © Christ Lives in Me!
The full text of this reading can be found on p. 97.

CONSIDERING THE WORD

Silence

Discernment

What did you hear? Is there a word of God for us?

RESPONDING TO WORD AND WORLD

Vignettes

Questions at the end of the session (p. 33) are provided for your reflection on
these vignettes.

Ashley’s wedding

Ashley is planning her wedding, the one she has dreamed about for years. Ashley
wants a big wedding with lots of bridesmaids and groomsmen. She would like the
wedding reception to be at a luxury hotel with a sit-down dinner and a dance after-
ward, preferably with live music. She is having some problems, however, with her
family.

Her maternal grandmother was married at home with a justice of the peace pre-
siding. This grandmother can’t figure out why something like that isn’t good
enough for Ashley. She is especially dismayed at the amount of money that will be
spent. Ashley’s paternal grandmother was a mail-order bride from Eastern Europe.
She had never even seen her husband-to-be until the day of the wedding, which
took place in a courthouse in North Dakota. She is appalled at the weddings she’s

Session




been to. “Even the simple ones,” she says, “seem like make-believe. Marriage isn’t
supposed to be about happy-ever-after. I had no expectations when I married my
husband. I didn’t even know him, but we learned to love each other.”

Ashley’s parents want to have a nice celebration for family and friends, but they
feel Ashley’s plans are getting out of hand. Their own wedding took place at home
the day before Ashley’s father left for overseas duty with the Army. Ashley’s fiancé
Cody tries not to voice his true opinion about the wedding plans. He says, “It’s her
big day. If she wants to go all out, we'll go all out. All her girl friends have had big
weddings so she should be entitled to one too.” Cody’s mother has said privately
to Cody that she thinks all the money spent on a wedding is a sin when so many
people are poor and homeless. Ashley’s pastor is no help either. She’s said a couple
of things to Ashley about “the beauty of simplicity.” Ashley is sure her mother has
put a bug in Pastor’s ear.

Today, Ashley’s maternal grandmother said something that really distressed
Ashley: “You know, because you and Cody live together and share a common bank
account, in this state you could just declare yourself married. You don't even have to
do any extra paperwork. Actually, in the eyes of the state, you've been married ever
since you got your apartment together and pooled your money. There’s nothing
wrong with Common Law marriage.”

Ashley is hurt that her family isn't enthusiastic about her wedding plans. Having
the wedding she’s dreamed about as long as she can remember is important to

Ashley, and she thinks that the people who love her should be supportive.

Harmon

Harmon is in his mid-fifties and has been co-owner in a small company for
nearly twenty years. He and his family have been members of the same mid-sized
Lutheran congregation for the last fifteen years. Because his business partner runs
the day-to-day operations of the business, Harmon was able to run for and win a
seat in the state legislature. His district and its constituents are generally known for
being politically conservative, especially in comparison to some of the state’s more
populated districts. When a bill came to the legislature that would allow same-sex
partners to receive medical benefits under one shared plan, the responses from
Harmon’s constituents were nearly 4 to 1 opposed. During coffee hour after church
he heard both positive and negative comments about the bill. Harmon listened
carefully and promised to take people’s opinions under advisement. He is also try-
ing to assess what his understanding of Christian faith and morals would mean in
this matter. Its complicated to say the least, and it is personal. What he didn’t say,
what he had never told anyone in his church, is that his own sister, with whom
he was very close, had moved to a city on the coast so that she and her same-sex
partner could be covered by his sister’s medical benefits.

Contemporary Context

What is culture, and what does it mean for people of faith to live in relationship
to culture? The term “culture” is notoriously hard to pin down but can be defined
as the beliefs, values, customs, practices, and social behavior of a particular group.
Another way of saying this is that culture is a basic set of assumptions that have
worked well enough to be considered valid and are therefore taught to members as
the “accepted” way to perceive, perform, think, feel, and interact. In this way, a
culture shapes its members’ understanding of what is real.

First, it is important to recognize that we all are members of many cultures, large
and small. A family unit constitutes a small culture. Our workplaces have their own
unique cultures. The same holds true for each local congregation. These cultures all
overlap with one another, and all operate within what we call the “dominant culture.”



Second, it is also important to remember that congregations are affected in a vari-
ety of ways by various cultural forces. For example, congregations are affected by
the cultures around them. Moreover, congregations are made up of individuals who
bring their own cultural experiences and perspectives into congregational life. Thats
one reason why in Harmon’s congregation, opinions differed over the vote on the
bill being considered by the state legislature. In the same way, congregations may
experience differences of opinion on things such as worship practices or pastoral
priorities because of different cultural backgrounds.

Third, we need to recognize that a denomination such as the ELCA is made up
of many local congregations that have their own particular cultures. The same may
be said for synods and regions of the church. For this reason, it is difficult to speak
of one ELCA “culture,” although there are shared commitments to Scripture, ELCA
governing documents, certain beliefs and practices, and so forth.

What does this mean for us? People of faith, like all other people, view the world
through the multiple cultural lenses that they have received from the communities
of which they have been a part. The fact of multiple communities, the cultures tied
to them, and the lenses they impart is not at all a bad thing. They are entirely con-
sistent with our claim to live in a world that God has created “good.” They are
essential to the survival of the human species, and they are wonderful in themselves.
Think of the gifts that come to us through the various expressions of the cultures in
the world—art, music, literature, civil government, and educational institutions, to
name just a few. Culture and its gifts are part of God’s good creation.

We receive our religious faith as a gift from the community into which we are
baptized and in which we participate. Faith is not an individual’s personal reality
alone; it is a community activity as Paul makes clear throughout his letter to the
Galatians. We also inherit assumptions, beliefs, attitudes, practices, and values from
the other communities in which we participate. For this reason, we often find that
we have confused or conflicting feelings about particular beliefs, values, practices,
and/or social arrangements. This confusion runs deep because such issues are
personal, and they are also tied to the communities with which we identify. In
choosing one set of beliefs, values, etc. we may betray, in some sense, one commu-
nity for another. This helps us to explain why there can be so much controversy and
uncertainty in churches with regard to many matters related to human sexuality.

Whether we talk of marriage, dating, gender roles, or sexual practices, we recog-
nize that our cultural values are also strongly influenced by social, technological,
and economic change in twenty-first century America. Unless we become hermits,
as people of faith we cannot escape the many cultures of our world and the forces
of change, nor do we seek to do so. But we can view our social world and the social
practices of our time and place through the message of the gospel. And this view
will in some respect change our perspective and influence our actions.

The first vignette is a good example of how the cultures we are a part of can
shape our perceptions and influence our sense of what is right and appropriate in
a given instance. Each of the characters has her or his own view of what a wedding
should be like, and, to some extent, what a marriage should be. Some of these dif-
ferences are generational. Other differences can be attributed to ethnic or national
custom. Still other differences relate to individual experience. Each person has
inherited something like a set of lenses through which they see weddings—along
with how they see much of the rest of the world.

Philosophers, linguists, social scientists, and many theologians recognize that we
make sense of things around us by using the lenses or filters we are given. Neither
of Ashley’s grandparents chose how their cultures shaped them, but they were born
into a set of social circumstances that shaped their ways of seeing the world, with-



“We can and do view any matter
related to sexuality through
multiple cultural lenses, but as
Christians we also bring our
‘gospel’ lens.”

out their even being aware of what was happening. You should be able to see how
this is true for each of the characters in the vignette. In addition, you might also be
able to see how one character in the vignette has found something from her cultural
experiences to help her deal with Ashley and Cody living together before their wed-
ding. Ashley and Cody’s family members are trying to view the world through more
“contemporary” lenses, even though this conflicts with the sets of lenses that disap-
prove of their living together.

The matter of the lenses we acquire to make sense of our world is very complex.
We never view our surroundings through only one lens. We have many, and they
are constantly changing. Some of our lenses even conflict with one another. For
example, various forces are impacting Harmon’s vote on the bill in the legislature.
His duty to his constituency, his family experience, and his faith may all weigh on
his decision. Which “lens” of experience or understanding will sway his vote?

Understanding the role of the “cultures” in our lives helps us to understand that
social practices are never simply “the way things are.” When we use multiple cultural
lenses, we are able to examine critically the social practices that we inherit, practices
that can, and sometimes should, be changed.

Sociologists, psychologists, and other marital care professionals cite the category
“unrealistic expectations” as one of the primary predictors of marital discord and
possible eventual dissolution. Many of the unrealistic expectations surrounding
marriage are formed and encouraged by aspects of the dominant culture. These
expectations may not ever have much of anything to do with the experiences of real
people in real marriages. The mass media have influenced many prospective spouses
to consider marriage as a means of achieving a kind of “happy ever after.” For
instance, the happy endings of popular romantic comedies rarely hint about the
hard work and commitment to communication that it takes to stay together over
the years even after the couple has overcome the obstacles to falling in love. Even
various church cultures, in holding out a visionary ideal, can contribute to expecta-
tions that can be hard at times to square with the day-to-day conflicts and failings
of persons who have to share kitchens, bathrooms, and paychecks. Though it can be
filled with great joy, marriage is demanding and filled with a lifetime of challenges.
When we are free to examine the cultural lenses we have acquired about marriage,
we can ask what a marriage looks like in which both parties give Christ to one
another. Moreover, we can take practical steps, such as actively supporting marriages
within congregational life.

We can and do view any matter related to sexuality through multiple cultural
lenses, but as Christians we also bring our “gospel” lens. We can ask in each situa-
tion whether the social practices of our various communities and their cultures
enhance our freedom in Christ to serve the neighbor, or whether they take away
such freedom and make service of neighbor more difficult or even become an
obstacle.

The issue of teenage sexual self-identity in the United States is one example.
Cultural norms and practices may vary from location to location, and varying social
and economic factors will continually influence these cultural norms. The mass
media, which has become such a pervasive influence upon cultures large and small,
certainly exerts great influence. Body image and clothes are factors especially influ-
enced by media. Parental influence is normally a significant factor, while a yet big-
ger factor may be the practices and behaviors of teen peer culture.

All of these cultural influences contribute to the context for moral decision-
making. To say that we are “free to choose” in an environment that exerts such
influence may seem naive. Yet it would be equally naive to conclude that we have
no freedom at all. Recognizing how cultural influences work in our lives is a key to



making informed decisions. Indeed, we can even say that the better we understand
the way our behavior and thinking are shaped by cultural assumptions and social
practices the freer we become in relation to them.

As people of faith, we trust in a living God who continues to work through cul-
tural realities. We believe in the liberating presence and work of the Holy Spirit.
We believe that the lens of the gospel introduces us to a radical freedom that has
the power to view other cultural practices and assumptions for what they are—as
life-giving or harmful. The Reformation has taught us that even the practices and
assumptions of the church must be critiqued by the clear lens of the gospel.

Reflections

This matter of culturally acquired lenses, or ways of looking at the world around
us, is vital to our discussion. This is true whether we are trying to understand what
Paul thought was at stake in the controversy in the Galatian churches, or whether
we are trying to discern our response to contemporary expressions of human sexual-
ity. The various social practices that each of us inherit from our various cultures
help provide the guidance we need, but they can also direct us away from Christian
freedom and/or the neighbor’s need. The question then becomes: How do we dis-
cern which cultural practices regarding sexuality will help the neighbor to flourish,
and which are detrimental? Where do we find the critical distance to examine our
practices in order to affirm some and object to others? Where do we find the power
to stand with cultural practices that are helpful, or against cultural practices that
harm?

The issue of circumcision can help illustrate this matter. It is not explicitly a
matter of sexual practice but as a matter of religious identity it was critical in Paul’s
correspondence with the Galatians. We first hear of male circumcision in Genesis
17:10-14 where it becomes a sign of the covenant between God, Abraham, and all
the descendants of Abraham. Any male who is uncircumcised, says God, “shall be
cut off from his kin: he has broken my covenant.” Few, if any, Jewish religious and
cultural practices are more central to Judaism than the covenant of circumcision.
At times in the history of the Jewish people, political authorities prohibited and
punished the practice of circumcision. Greek authorities killed whole families of
Jews who circumcised their male infants (1 Maccabees 1:60-61). In the modern
era, during the regime of the Nazis, circumcision was typically the way in which
males were identified as Jews. Yet even in the face of threats and persecution, Jewish
parents chose to have their male children circumcised, so strong was the force of the
culture that they had been born into; so strong were the beliefs, values, and atti-
tudes they had inherited from Jewish culture.

It is clear in Galatians 2:11ff. that early church leaders Peter (Cephas) and
Barnabas felt pressure from one of their peer groups (the circumcision “culture”)
that led them to draw back from Gentiles. Their covenant with God, which they
understood to require circumcision, was the cultural lens through which they were
viewing non-Jews. The circumcision “culture” (called Judaizers) insisted that all
believers in Christ must adopt the practices inherited from their culture of Judaism,
such as circumcision, food purification rules, and more. All of these were absolutely
central to Jewish cultural identity. Peter and Barnabas felt a huge inner pull to
maintain those traditions, especially when “certain people came from James, the

Lord’s brother.”

But Paul declared that the “lens” of Jewish religious culture was clouding their
understanding. Rather, he appealed to the lens of the gospel, which declares “that a
person is justified not by the works of the law but through faith in Jesus Christ”
(Galatians 2:16). It was this lens that helped him reach out to Gentiles and invite
them into the circle of God’s people. In doing so Paul did not abandon his Jewish



“Christian freedom frees us from
both religious practices and secu-
lar cultural practices that hinder
us from being Christ to the
neighbor, to one another, to our
spouses, and to our families.”

Open To the Spirit

In the assurance of [God's]
promise, we are open to the
Spirit and to the learnings of
our various [discussions]. We
are open because in the free-
dom of the gospel and in obedi-
ence to the law of love we can
seek the good of our neighbor
rather than feel compelled at
every turn to show how right
we are.

This freedom and openness,
simultaneously to God’s call
and the world’s voice, are what
equip us well for witness in a
pluralistic world such as ours.
—James Childs, as quoted in The
Promise of Lutheran Ethics
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press,
1998), p. 112.

heritage completely. He quite consciously appeals to the Jewish Scriptures that he
and the Judaizers held in high esteem (see for example, Galatians 3:6; 4:21-31). In
Acts, Paul is even depicted as having Timothy circumcised so that he would be

more culturally acceptable to the Jews among whom Timothy would be preaching
(Acts 16:1-4).

Still, certain traditions from both the Jewish religious culture and the dominant
Greco-Roman culture had to become secondary to the work God was doing in
Christ in order to graft the Gentiles into God’s inclusive promises (Romans 9).
Paul, and in other times Peter (Acts 11:3), found the power and critical “distance”
point for standing against such customary demands from the freedom they had in
Christ. That is, both Paul and Peter associated and ate with uncircumcised unbe-
lievers. Such freedom for them did not mean license to do just anything, but it was
their basis for reassessing generally accepted practices and expectations that they had
previously not questioned.

“For freedom Christ has set us free,” Paul declares (Galatians 5:1). Christian free-
dom frees us from insisting upon religious and secular cultural practices that might
hinder us from being Christ to the neighbor, to one another, to our spouses, and to
our families. The gospel frees us to reconsider all cultural practices that on the sur-
face may seem to be about “freedom,” but which actually may take away our free-
dom given in Christ. Part of the power of Paul’s insistence on the freedom of the
Christian is that it should lead us to see that we are freed by God’s acceptance to
search for truth in open and honest dialogue. It opens up the possibility of critical
thinking.

Common Ground

The social statement called Church in Society: A Lutheran Perspective (1993)
reminds us that “Faith is active in love; love calls for justice in the relationships
and structures of society.” It is appropriate for us as a church to examine the
assumptions and practices of our various cultures—whether economic, political,
educational, and social—in order to expose those culturally accepted practices that
deny the neighbor of “justice...in relationships” (p. 1 of Internet edition). Only by
this means can the church become “a serving and liberating presence in the world”
(p. 2). Indeed, “[t]he gospel does not take the church out of the world but instead
calls it to affirm and to enter more deeply into the world. Although it is in bondage
to sin and death, the world is God’s good creation...” (p. 2).

The document called Church in Society: A Lutheran Perspective reminds us:

The church must participate in social structures critically. Not only God but
also sin is at work in the world. Social structures and processes combine life-
giving and life-destroying dynamics in complex mixtures and in varying
degrees. The church, therefore, must unite realism and vision, wisdom and
courage, in its social responsibility. It needs constantly to discern when to
support and when to confront society’s cultural patterns, values, and powers

(p.3).

Differing Views

With regard to sexuality and sexual practices, our culture is not monotone. It
consists of various shades of opinion and perspective. It is shaped, if not driven,
by powerful influences. It consists of various perspectives and influences that may
be useful and life giving; others most certainly are not. As people of God, we are
participants in culture. This means that our perspectives on sexuality and sexual
practice are not monotone either. Here are three broad types of thinking about cul-
tures offered to help you think about how you might view these matters.



View 1

As a Christian, I view the dominant culture with great skepticism. In fact, I
believe the culture is becoming increasingly immoral, especially with regard to
sexuality and sexual practices. As much as I can, I stay away from things that might
be a negative influence on me and my children—and that seems like just about
everything these days. I especially limit my interaction with all forms of media.

I think home schooling and faith-based schools where Christian values can be
taught is the way to go. I want the church to make it a priority to warn people of
the dangers of the dominant culture and provide clear guidelines for Christian living,
especially what constitutes appropriate sexual practices.

View 2

I view the dominant culture as a gift of God and something to be enjoyed. I
believe God is active in the world, and culture is not something to fear. We can't
understand how to change the world unless we are really engaged in the various
cultures of the world and experience all the world has to offer. Regarding sexuality
and sexual practices, I think the most legitimate criterion for judging right or
wrong is justice. The church should protect any persons who may be victimized
or hurt, but it does not need to obsess about sexual morality. That is primarily an
individual’s choice.

View 3

I view various cultures as primarily human phenomena that are remarkable and
enjoyable, as well as sometimes destructive and alien to faith. I don’t think that
retreating from the dominant mass culture is the way to change it for the better, but
embracing it completely is dangerous. I would prefer that the values of the domi-
nant culture regarding sexuality be stricter, but I realize that is unlikely to happen
now. That is why I think the church should focus on providing its members with
spiritual guidance and thoughtful education regarding sexuality and sexual practice.

An Invitation to Moral Deliberation

We invite you now to discuss your own cultural beliefs, attitudes, values and
practices regarding sexuality using the questions provided. If time is limited for
discussion, focus on those questions that seem most relevant to you.

1. In the opening vignette, describe the various cultural lenses people used to
draw conclusions regarding Ashley’s wedding. From where have your own
lenses regarding weddings and marriage come—family, movies, television,
magazines, other media? How do such lenses shape our perceptions and
drive our decisions?

2. Asecond “issue” in the vignette hints at different understandings or levels of
comfort with Ashley and Cody living together before the wedding. How do
various people seem to be dealing with this? In your opinion, how should
people of faith view such an arrangement?

3. In the second vignette, how do you suppose Harmon will vote on the bill?
Why? Why do you think Harmon has never discussed his sister’s situation
with anyone at church? The vignette suggests that people at Harmon’s
church view the bill differently. How is it that people of faith can view such
issues in such different ways?

4. Do you agree or disagree with the idea that people of faith view social
practices through a variety of lenses, including a “gospel” lens? As you think
about your life, what lenses have affected your own thinking and your
decisions regarding matters of sexuality? Has the gospel affected your
thinking or your actions? If so, in what ways?



10.

11.

12.

With which of the three views above do you feel most comfortable? What
other view might one take on the matter of culture and sexuality?

What do you think about this statement: “Recognizing how cultural influ-
ences work in our lives is a key to making informed decisions”? Can you
think of ways this has worked in your life?

What role does the church play in our country’s dominant culture? Is this
role the right one, or should it play a different role? If the latter, what is that
role?

Give an example of how a common social practice or some widespread
expectation may hinder our freedom in the gospel or our ability to love our
neighbor. Can you think of any situations in which a dominant secular
culture has enabled a church culture or cultures to be more Christ-like?

With regard to widespread contemporary sexual practices, what is the mean-
ing of Paul’s statement, “for freedom Christ has set us free”?

What additional thoughts do you want to share concerning the issue of sexu-
ality, culture, and freedom?

What aspects of both dominant and religious cultures might contribute to
promiscuity among gay and lesbian people? What are some of the beliefs,
attitudes, and values of secular and religious cultures that might lead gay and
lesbian people to self-destructive behaviors?

Since the church’s role in a wedding and marriage is not legal but primarily
religious (that is, offering the prayer, pronouncing the blessing of God, and
expressing the support of the community of the baptized) and ethical, what
more might the church do to help people recognize wedding practices of
popular culture that may actually cause harm? For instance, if some of the
results of large, elaborate, and expensive weddings are debilitating debt and
post-wedding depression, should the church offer a word of caution that this
socially accepted practice may be harmful? If we view this issue through the
lens of the gospel, might it make a difference in how we approach marriage
ceremonies and provide guidance to those who are preparing to marry?

CLOSING

Prayer

In you, Father all-mighty, we have our preservation and our bliss. In you, Christ,

we have our restoring and our saving. You are our mother, brother, and savior. In

you, our Lord the Holy Spirit, is marvelous and plenteous grace. You are our cloth-
ing; for love you wrap us and embrace us. You are our maker, our lover, our keeper.
Teach us to believe that by your grace all shall be well, and all shall be well, and all
manner of things shall be well. Amen. (A prayer of Julian of Norwich, ELW, page

87)

Dismissal

Leader: Go in peace. Share the good news.

All: Thanks be to God.



Sexuality and Social Institutions

GATHERING

Hymn

See hymn suggestions on p. 79.

Prayer

Holy Word, at the beginning of time your Spirit brooded over the waters and
you brought forth life and hope and promise. Send that same Spirit to brood over
us now. We live in the midst of so much change and yearn to live lives that are
pleasing to you and which serve our neighbor. Teach us what it means to live as
members of your body, where differences among us—Jew and Greek, slave and free,
male and female—are gathered up into your gracious promise that all people are
one. In your name we pray. Amen.

HEARING THE WORD

Galatians 3:15-29 ¢ Clothed in Christ!
The full text of this reading can be found on p. 101.

CONSIDERING THE WORD

Silence

Discernment

What did you hear? Is there a word of God for us?

RESPONDING TO WORD AND WORLD

Vignettes

Questions at the end of the session (p. 41) are provided for your reflection on
these vignettes.

Doug

Doug is in his early forties. He was recently laid off from his job, and even
though he has a new job, he hears rumors about layoffs there as well. Doug has
often considered seeking a life partner, but the timing hasn’t felt quite right. He
watched his own parents struggle financially, and he isn't interested in duplicating
that in his own life. He’s become comfortable being single and living on his own.
In fact, he wishes family and friends would let up on the marriage questions and
advice. Given the financial uncertainties in his life, getting married just doesn’t
seem reasonable right now.

To save on monthly rent, which is expensive in the area near his new job, Doug
answered an ad placed by a single woman named Anna, who was looking for a
roommate to share living expenses. Doug agreed to move in to her townhouse and

Session




Luther wrote:

“Many lands, many customs,
says the proverb. Since mar-
riage and the married estate are
worldly matters, it behooves us
pastors or ministers of the
church not to attempt to order
or govern anything connected
with it, but to permit every city
and land to continue its own
use and custom in this connec-
tion...All such things and the
like I leave to the lords and the
council...to order and arrange
as they see fit. It does not con-
cern me.But when we are
requested to bless them before
the church or in the church, to
pray over them, or also to marry
them, we are in duty bound to
do this.”!

share the rent with her. They also pool household purchases and buy in bulk.
They have agreed to keep the relationship platonic, and Doug doesn’t mind the
opportunity to talk with someone else at the end of the day. His relationship with
Anna feels like a stand-in for family.

Fran and Chris

They met at a party thrown by a mutual friend and immediately hit it off.
Both are in their late twenties and have dated a lot. Fran’s relationships have often
included sexually intimacy and have often been short-lived. Chris has had many
casual girl friends, but has only been sexually intimate with a couple of them. After
only three months of dating marked by generous amounts of sexual activity, they
decided to get married. Chris felt obliged to get married in the church, because his
parents had that expectation. Fran was fine with this, but pleaded that the wedding
be kept small and intimate. They went to the church Chris had attended, but where
he was not a member. The pastor agreed to do the ceremony if they agreed to join
the church and participate in three premarital sessions. Fran protested, so the cou-
ple declined. They searched until they found a church and a pastor who would host
the wedding. Even better (as far as they were concerned), the pastor did not require
that they do any premarital counseling.

Contemporary Context

People often speak of “the sexual revolution” that took place in the second half
of the twentieth century. This “revolution” has been both broad and profound.
Consider how social dimensions of have been impacted. We've seen new attitudes
toward and understandings of the following: gender roles, family size and planning,
the body and sexuality, the selection of life partners, the durability of marriage, and
the degree to which intimate sexual experiences apart from marriage are accepted.

A great deal of conversation and debate has emerged both in our church and in
the public and political arenas about the condition and status of marriage as a
social institution. These changes have prompted some to think about the many
different living arrangements that emerge from today’s circumstances, whether
sexual intimacy is involved or not. It has led some to think anew about whether
“family” might be arranged in new ways that allow members to experience love and
to flourish. It has lead others to warn that much is being lost and to raise questions
whether these changes are not, in the long run, personally and socially harmful.
How will or ought the church respond to these changes? This session offers an
opportunity to consider the social changes relating to courtship and marriage with
precisely these questions in mind.

Because so many marriage ceremonies take place in churches, it is easy to forget
that marriage is fundamentally a civil institution. As Luther reminds his readers at
the beginning of his Order of Marriage for Common Pastors (see sidebar) weddings
and the married estate are worldly affairs and thus are subject to regulation by the
state, not the church, and may legitimately take a variety of forms. In the United
States marriage is a legal contract, licensed by and recorded by the state, between
two, and only two, people. Except for Massachusetts and several Canadian
provinces that allow same-sex couples to marry, the marriage contract or license
must be between one man and one woman.

As a social institution marriage is of central importance for a number of reasons:
(1) it creates a context for protecting, supporting, and nurturing dependent
children, as well as determining who has the right to make decisions concerning
children; (2) it ensures that family members will be cared for when they are ill,
disabled, unable to find work, aged, or otherwise dependant, and it determines who
has the right to make decisions for those who are no longer competent to make



their own; (3) it clarifies legal rights and responsibilities in the sphere of domestic
life; and (4) it controls inheritance and other financial matters from taxes to
incurred debts.

Although the state grants the license and a religious figure often officiates at the
ceremony, it is the partners themselves who actually marry each other. The act of
marrying is the act of mutual and public promising. The partners declare that the
promise is in no way compelled, and they make the most solemn possible vow,
before witnesses and, as Christians, in the sight of God. They promise to love,
honor, cherish, and care for the other until death parts them—and to do so no
matter what the surprises or misfortunes the uncertain future may bring. Within
the reliable framework of these marriage promises, partners reveal themselves to
one another and experience intimacy, generosity, and trust in a way that cannot be
matched in any other dimension of our lives. Within the framework of these
promises, sexual intimacy and sexual pleasure cease to be ends in themselves and
become part of a larger pattern of relationship, faithful commitment, and care.

The religious understanding of marriage embraces the social, moral, and
personal meaning of marriage but expands it as well. This religious aspect points
to the opportunity to take up life together in marriage as one of God’s continuing
gifts to fallen creatures and to a fallen world. It understands that the purpose of the
married relationship is to share together in God’s work and to support one another
in the life of faith. In our prayers for those being married we ask that Christ’s love
be reflected in their union and that they not only support and serve one another
but also serve those in need as a “sign of the fulfillment of [God’s] perfect king-
dom.”? In the Lutheran church, marriage is not understood as a sacrament, but we
do think of the “estate” founded by this commitment as one that reflects God’s
good will for the world and stands under God’s blessing. In fact, it is the couple’s
request for God’s blessing upon their marriage vows and the pronouncement of that
blessing on behalf of God by the presiding minister in the company of the faithful
that signifies the distinctive aspect of a Christian marriage.

In the past half century the average size of families has rapidly diminished, and
some couples elect not to have children at all. On average, people are marrying
later, with the consequence that marriage is no longer so well matched to female
fertility. Divorce has become much more common and has lost much of its social
stigma. As more first marriages dissolve, and as these divorced persons (often with
children still under eighteen) marry new partners, complex layered kinship net-
works are developing. Some children may find themselves interacting with four
parents, eight grandparents, and two sets of step-siblings.

Changing also are the social customs and expectations governing how young
people (and older divorced, widowed, or never married adults) seek and select
potential life partners. “Dating” begins earlier and, although this is hard to gauge
with certainty, seems to involve overt genital stimulation at earlier and less commit-
ted stages. In many cases, adult supervision of teenage couples is rare or nonexistent,
perhaps because parents feel obliged to respect their children’s privacy, perhaps
because they want to build trust between themselves and their children, or perhaps
because both parents are working or otherwise engaged. On the other end of the
age spectrum, some older couples live together rather than marrying in order to
retain certain financial benefits that may be nullified by legal marriage or to be able
to pass those on to their children.

Perhaps most strikingly, virginity has come to be regarded by an increasing
number of young men and young women as an embarrassment, something to be
prudently lost rather than preserved. Sexual intercourse has, for many, become a
feature of relatively casual companionship arrangements (including what young
adults call “hooking up” and “friends with benefits”). Large numbers of couples in

Marriage Rite

Marriage is a gift of God,
intended for the joy and mutual
strength of those who enter it
and for the well-being of the
whole human family. God
created us male and female and
blessed humankind with the
gifts of companionship, the
capacity to love, and the care
and nurture of children. Jesus
affirmed the covenant of
marriage and revealed God’s
own self-giving love on the
cross. The Holy Spirit helps
those who are united in mar-
riage to be living signs of God’s
grace, love, and faithfulness.

Marriage is also a human
estate, with vows publicly
witnessed. The church in wor-
ship surrounds these promises
with the gathering of God’s
people, the witness of the word
of God, and prayers of blessing
and intercession.

From Evangelical Lutheran
Worship, p. 286. © 2006
Evangelical Lutheran Church in
America.

“The Spirit confirms that we are
made new in Christ. The trans-
formed community that is the
church reminds us of what we
have experienced and calls us to
place the needs of neighbor
first.”



Contemporary relationships

With regard to marriage, the
face of the American household
is changing, as evidenced in a
recent article in The New York
Times by Sam Roberts:

Married couples, who numbers
have been declining for
decades as a proportion of
American households, have
finally slipped into a minority,
according to an analysis of new
census figures reported by The
New York Times.

The American Survey, released
this month by the Census
Bureau, found that 49.7 per-
cent, or 55.2 million, of the
nation’s 111.1 million house-
holds in 2005 were made up of
married couples—with and
without children—just shy of a
majority and down from more
than 52 percent five years earlier.

The numbers by no means
suggest marriage is dead or
necessarily that a tipping point
has been reached. The total
number of married couples is
higher than ever, and most
Americans eventually marry.
But marriage has been facing
more competition. A growing
number of adults are spending
more of their lives single or
living unmarried with partners,
and the potential social and
economic implications are
profound.

...The census survey estimated
that 5.2 million couples, a little
more than 5 percent of house-
holds, were unmarried opposite
-sex partners. An additional
413,00 households were male
couples, and 363,000 were
female couples. In all, nearly
one in 10 couples were un-
married. (More than one in four
households consisted of people
living alone).

From “To Be Married Means to
Be Outnumbered,” October 15,
2006. Copyright 2006 The New
York Times Company.

their twenties and thirties live together for months or years in cohabitation arrange-
ments. Because this is also a trend for couples marrying in the Lutheran church,
pastors report that they only rarely marry couples who are not sexually experienced.
Some cohabitations offer a degree of pair-bonding, include sexual intimacy, and

are usually monogamous, but may involve no long-term commitment and
comparatively little mutual responsibility. Some of these develop into marriages;
some do not.

Reflections

The human social environment is constantly changing. Ethics can be described as
an enterprise of managing change in a godly, wise, and life-enhancing way. Ethical
deliberation involves trying to differentiate social changes that are beneficial and
worthy of celebration from changes that threaten the common good or introduce
suffering into individual lives. Because most change brings with it losses and gains,
hazards and opportunities, this task is never simple or easy. As Lutherans we believe
that God is about doing new things in the world, and we do not want to set our-
selves against the future that God is bringing to be. Yet, we are also acutely aware
of the power of sin to corrupt both our individual judgments and our social and
institutional structures. As Lutherans, we believe that Scripture and our theological
tradition offer valuable guidance in our encounters with new circumstances and
new questions.

In his letters, the apostle Paul often addresses issues that can be described as
having moral or ethical outcomes. For example, in Galatians he speaks to the con-
troversy surrounding the cultural and religious question of circumcising or not. But
even while addressing this specific issue he holds out to us a broad vision of what it
would be like to be part of a new creation, to be “clothed in Christ,” and to live
and walk “by the Spirit.” He describes a “newness of life” that comes first and fore-
most by faith, a faith that makes us confident that we are heirs of God “according
to the promise” (3:29), a promise made possible through faith in Jesus Christ
(3:26). Further, God also supplies the Spirit to the people of faith (3:5, 14).

The Spirit confirms that we are made new in Christ. The transformed community
that is the church reminds us of what we have experienced and calls us to place the
needs of neighbor first. Those who walk by the Spirit are known by “the fruit of the
Spirit” which is “love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentle-
ness, and self-control” (Galatians 5:22). To live by the Spirit is to enter into social
relationships free of self-conceit and envy, to refrain from “competing against one
another” (5:26). Paul wants us to recognize that living in the Spirit changes our
lives at the very core.

Paul’s description of being led by, or walking by, the Spirit is relevant to our
current topic in two ways: It helps us think about Lutheran attitudes toward
change, and it helps us think about what is necessary if human relationships,
including especially intimate relationships, are to thrive. As Christians living life in
the Spirit and freed in the gospel, we have been given the confidence and courage
to deal creatively and resourcefully with the cultural realities we confront. If the
Spirit is present among us, then we do not need to fear social change; we need not
regard change as threatening to what is valuable and godly. We can engage these
realities with faith born of trust and hope.

Faith changes both who we are and how we see. Human sexual longing, loving,
partnering, and family life are all joyous opportunities for walking by the Spirit.
We know marriages often (perhaps always) fall far short of the ideals we hold for
marriage. Even in happy and stable marriages couples often struggle to fulfill or stay
true to their solemn vows. This knowledge becomes a source of discouragement,
even cynicism, for some couples who fear that their conflicts and failures may be



fatal to their relationship. Guilt and anxiety can pile up, and fears can paralyze us,
because we are imperfect creatures infected with a desire to be perfect. We can
become turned in on ourselves and enslaved by our own needs. It is from this sort
of slavery that we are set free by faith—free from envy and conceit and competition,
free for kindness, gentleness, generosity, and love. The Spirit is given to us so that
we can risk ourselves in relationships that we know will never match the ideal but
can sometimes, with patience and faithfulness, be brought near it.

But we know that the Holy Spirit blows both within and outside of marriage.
Single people promote the knowledge of God and serve the world, too. In Christian
freedom we are called to serve our neighbor in love. What does this mean for all of
us, married or single, male or female, who are now, Paul says, “one in Christ™

Common Ground
The message, “Sexuality: Some Common Convictions” (1996) affirms:

We live in various relationships, all of which are affected by the physiological,
psychological, and social aspects of our sexual identity. People of all ages
need information and experience to understand and responsibly live out
their sexual identity in the varied relationships of their lives—as child or par-
ent, sister or brother, spouse, friend, co-worker, neighbor, or stranger. This
church affirms the importance of ordering society and educating youth and
adults so that all might live in these relationships with mutual respect and
responsibility.

As we think about the institution of marriage, we need to recognize the prior
importance of relationships that are based on mutual respect and responsibility.
Marriage is important because it is conducive to and supports right relationships.
Sex, Marriage, and Family, the 1970 social statement of the Lutheran Church in
America, describes marriage as “a covenant of fidelity” or “mutual commitment to
lifelong faithfulness.” The function of the family is to “[nurture] human beings in
relationships which are rich with creative possibilities. It provides the surrounding
in which persons enhance rather than exploit one another, in which mistakes may
be made and forgiveness realized.”

Human Sexuality and Sexual Behavior, the 1980 social statement of The American
Lutheran Church, calls upon its members:

(1) to honor God’s gracious gift of human sexual life as “a sacred trust, from
God,” (2) to build a Christian witness that takes account of God’s activity in

an “ever-changing world” and that accordingly undertakes “constant review,
interpretation, and perhaps reinterpretation” of received views, (3) to rejoice in
our sexuality, (4) to uphold marriage, which “takes many forms in human com-
munities,” (5) to welcome the responsibility of nurturing the young without
expecting that every Christian will marry or that every couple will parent, (6) to
avoid all “forms of exploitive sexual behavior,” and (7) to remember that “the
church’s first concern is for people” and that “the body of Christ is a caring
community...that reaches out to those most in need.”

Differing Interpretations

Those who are connected to communities of faith view the challenges created by
changing social practices regarding sexual relationships and marriage in various
ways.



View 1

I see nothing particularly distressing in these changes. The current situation is an
opportunity to reframe the Christian message, so it will speak more appropriately
to mature sexual beings living under new social expectations and practices. More
relaxed attitudes toward sexual expression are far preferable to the guilt, shame,
denial, and sexual anxiety of earlier eras that were “repressed.” In prior centuries
marriage achieved social stability, but the results were far from ideal. I welcome a
change in thinking about the institution of marriage. Because we live longer, and
because of our expectation that marriage and romantic interest will remain closely
linked, it is not surprising to me that a fair number of couples drift apart long
before “death us do part.” I don’t see why they should have to remain in a loveless
marriage, particularly if anger, dislike, and resentment come to characterize the
relationship. I'm also not certain that it is wise to keep dysfunctional families
together. I think that cohabitation will be inevitable, because in our culture mar-
riage is often delayed until the late twenties or early thirties. I think the U.S. might
do well to follow several European countries in developing a renewable legal
arrangement that specifies certain limited rights for cohabiting couples but doesn’t
require a long-term commitment.

View 2

I am more ambivalent about these changes. Some of the changes we have wit-
nessed in the past half-century are good, but other changes cause me concern. I
worry about the effects of divorce and remarriage on children and wonder whether,
for the sake of the children, the church should take a stronger stand against no-fault
divorces. In many divorces one of the spouses experiences the divorce as abandon-
ment, and suffers wounds that will never heal. I notice that divorced men are much
more likely to find new (and often younger) partners than divorced women, and
there does seem to be some correlation between the rise in divorces and the femi-
nization of poverty. Most cohabiting couples seem to have a fairly high commit-
ment to one another, and I hope that cohabitation will be, in most cases, a stage on
the way to marriage. Still, I worry that cohabitation arrangements are particularly
bad for women. They are more likely to expect that the relationship will lead to
marriage, and they usually must delay childbearing. I am concerned that young
people, especially young men, seem unwilling to make long-term commitments to
one another even though they talk about loving one another. I am concerned about
separating sexual intimacy from durable commitment. I wonder whether young
people have developed totally unrealistic expectations with respect to marriage.

I am concerned about the growing tendency toward self-indulgence that makes
people leery of bonds and promises. I worry that people won’t have the strength,
responsiveness, and other-directedness necessary to make a marriage work over the
long term. I agree that a living tradition is a changing tradition, but I worry that
important virtues and values are being lost because so few, even in the church, seem
willing to argue for them publicly.

View 3

I am profoundly distressed by all of these changes. Important behavioral bound-
aries are being violated to the detriment of individuals and the common good. I
object to the attack on basic morals we are seeing. Sex has been trivialized. And I
think both the church and the broader culture are validating selfishness and irre-
sponsibility. I think that sexual intimacy outside of marriage, divorce, and cohabita-
tion are deeply sinful behaviors. It is painfully plain to me that such conduct
violates the commands of Scripture. The church should condemn these behaviors.
It shouldn’t tolerate or affirm them. I am deeply troubled that this church has,
without any apparent formal action, come to accept divorce and remarriage even
among its clergy. Civil laws governing divorce have made divorce much too easy,
so I believe that the church should lobby for legislation that would make it hard to



obtain a divorce without showing moral negligence on the part of one of the
spouses. I think ministers ought to simply refuse to marry couples that have been
living together outside of marriage, and the church should remove divorced and
remarried pastors from its roster. The changes we are confronting today are nothing
short of a moral and social crisis. Churches and Christian people need to take a
stand.

An Invitation to Moral Deliberation

Trusting in the guidance of the Holy Spirit, you are now invited to engage in
deliberation regarding this session. The following questions are provided as a way
for you to reflect on and discuss what you have read. If time is limited for discus-
sion, focus on those questions that seem most relevant to you.

1. In your opinion, how is the issue of singleness and sexuality addressed in the
vignette focusing on Doug? Imagine that Doug has been a fairly regular
attendee at your church singles group. How might you or others in the
group react to his decision to move in with Anna? Why? What, if anything,
ought the church to say to and about people whose experience is like that of
Doug’s?

2. How does the vignette focusing on Fran and Chris match with your percep-
tions or experiences? In your opinion, which pastor acted more appropriately
to the couple’s request to get married? Why? What, if anything, ought the
church to be saying to people like Fran and Chris?

3. Look again at the “Differing Views” above. Which is closest to your personal
view? If you were to guess, which view may be the majority view in your
congregation? Why do you think this is so? What other view could be taken?

4. What teachings of our church do you consider most relevant to deliberation
about courtship, marriage, and family arrangements in the United States
in the twenty-first century? Lutherans do not consider marriage to be a
sacrament. How do we define the meaning and benefits of marriage? How
might this be important to Lutheran reflection on social arrangements
regarding courtship and marriage?

5. As you think about marriage and family arrangements, what do you see as
being the strengths of these institutions? In your opinion, why should people
get married?

6. Over the past thirty-five years, the church has been confronting a culture
that is greatly altered. As Christians we believe that the God we worship is a
living God who is always doing new things in the world and opening new
possibilities. As you reflect on the current cultural situation, do you see the
changes as harmful and an attack on traditional boundaries? Or do you see
the changes as an opportunity for the church to use imaginative and creative
discernment to provide new responses?

7.  Keith Ablow, M.D., recounted in a New York Times column how he con-
vinced a man not to divorce his wife for her adultery, telling him that he
stood at “a critical moment” and that “it could be the beginning of the best
part of your marriage.” He suggested that the key is to focus not on the
adultery but on the reasons for it. He persuaded the man to take his wife out
for coffee and tell her that “he needed to hear three things to reconsider the
divorce”—not an apology and a promise never to do it again but “why you
think you felt the need to cheat, ...a romantic fantasy of yours that you've
never told anyone, ...[and] what changes we need to make in our marriage
for you to be able to honestly recommend it to our daughter when she’s
ready.”® What do you think of this counselor’s advice?



8. Galatians 3:28-29 states: “There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no
longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one
in Christ Jesus. And if you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s off-
spring, heirs according to the promise.” What might these verses have to say
to the Lutheran discussion of a variety of issues related to sexuality, including
marriage, singleness, and same-sex relationships?

9. If you find the changes discussed in this session disturbing and believe that
they present Christians with a moral challenge that must be addressed, what
do you think should be done? Is it a matter for individual responses only,
or should there be a response from the church as a church, at the congrega-
tional, synodical, or national level?

10. What do you want the church to help you learn or understand about this
particular topic? What resources could and should the church provide for
pastors and for lay people? What resources should the church make available
for use by Lutheran parents to assist them in talking with and teaching their
children? What resources should the church make available for use in Sunday
school, in local or national youth gatherings, in campus ministry? What
would you want seminary teachers to lift up for attention as they prepare
future pastors for ministry?

11. Can you think of other moral perplexities that seem to fit under this heading
but were not mentioned in the text? If so, what are they and why would you
place them under “sexality and the institution of marriage”?

CLOSING

Prayer

We give you thanks, gracious God, that you call us to be the church, Christ’s
own body in a wounded and hurting world. By your Spirit confirm our faith, so
that with joyful hearts we may serve you and our neighbor. May trust in you and
love for others shape all our decisions under the guidance of your Word and the
inspiration of your Holy Spirit, through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

Dismissal
Leader: Go in peace. Christ is with you.
All: Thanks be to God.

Endnotes

! Luther, Martin. Zuthers Works, Vol. 53; p. 111.

2 From “Marriage” rite in Occasional Services: A Companion to Lutheran Book of Worship, (Minneapolis:
Augsburg Publishing House & Philadelphia: Board of Publication, Lutheran Church in America),
p- 29.

3 Keith Ablow, M.D., “Finding New Passion after the Pain of Infidelity,” New York Zimes, (Late edition,
East Coast), June 20, 20006, sec. E p. 5.



Sexuality, Power, and Abuse

GATHERING

Hymn

See hymn suggestions on p. 79.

Prayer

God of new birth, we give you thanks that you have made us your beloved chil-
dren. Fill our lives with your Spirit that we may be worthy heirs of your love and
grace, so that all who see and know us will see and know of your love for your
whole creation. Amen.

HEARING THE WORD

Galatians 4:1-20 * No Longer a Slave but a Child!
The full text of this reading can be found on p. 105.

CONSIDERING THE WORD

Silence

Discernment
What did you hear? Is there a word of God for us?

RESPONDING TO WORD AND WORLD

Vignettes

Questions at the end of the session (p. 49) are provided for your reflection on
these vignettes.

Overheard in hall before a youth group meeting
“You're going to wear WHAT to the party? How do you expect to get John or

any other guy’s attention? You gotta show more skin. What do you think it’s for?”

Overheard in the locker room
“Really? I don’t think Ashley will do that.”
“She will, if she wants to stay together!”

Overheard at work

“Im tired of working this shift for minimum wage. Look at that model on the
cover of that magazine. I wonder how much she makes? I could do that.”
(Laughing). “All I'd need to do is stop eating for about three months and get fake
ones” (pointing to chest). “I bet I'd get a raise if I walked in here tomorrow look-

ing like that!”
Shared in a synod bishop’s office

“I let it go on too long. Nearly two years. It started with counseling sessions.

Session




Recognizing dating abuse

Beginning in the 1980s, scien-
tific studies of dating and
courtship behaviors have con-
sistently shown fairly high levels
of physical and sexual aggres-
sion in dating couples.! Studies
of the way teens and young
adults understand and manage
their romantic relationships
have disclosed that “some vic-
tims and perpetrators of
courtship violence do not
appear to recognize this activity
as violence.”2 Young people
who can readily recognize hit-
ting, slapping, kicking, and
punching as unacceptably vio-
lent aggression in other circum-
stances often do not character-
ize it as violent or aggressive
when it occurs in the context of
romantic or erotic relationships.

Questioned about their troubled
relationships, they are far more
likely to mention that, as a cou-
ple, they are struggling with
jealousy, difficulties with com-
munication, or problems related
to sexuality than to mention the
physical abuse or sexual aggres-
sion that these conflicts precipi-
tate. If researchers bring up
behaviors like hitting and
punching, the young people
will admit that these occur, but
perpetrators and victims alike
usually resist labeling such
actions as “violent.”

Some researchers speculate that
young people “idealize dating
relationships to the point where
violence is either disregarded or
minimized.”? Others note that
young people appear to think
that some level of physical
abuse is normal and ordinary—
and therefore not worth report-
ing. Often, when questioned
specifically about hitting and
grabbing or punching and bruis-
ing, they attribute the abuse to
love.

“...it is not possible to discuss
human sexuality without
discussing justice. It may seem a
little strange at first to bring
justice into a consideration of
our most intimate relationships.
But the intimacy of these
relationships makes us vulnerable,
and so justice becomes
imperative.”

At first it really helped to know he cared. I was hurting so much. When things
turned sexual, I knew it was wrong, but I was too embarrassed to tell anyone.
Maybe I asked for it. I don’t know. I just need it to end. What do I do? What
happens next? What will happen to pastor when this all comes out?”

Contemporary context

The word “power” is one of the slipperier bits of our moral vocabulary. It is used
with many meanings but at the very least it refers to the capacity to act or to effect
change. On the one hand, power “names” something profoundly good and desir-
able; on the other, it names something profoundly wrong. Both uses are at play in
any conversation about sexual ethics, and unfortunately, they often seem to overlap
and intertwine.

We often think of our fundamental human capacities as powers: the power to
think, the power to decide, and, most importantly, the power to act. To be com-
pletely without power is to be unable to do anything. Those who have no voice and
no power find it difficult to influence the public and political arena. Our sexuality
also is a power, perhaps one of the most profound of the powers we possess. As peo-
ple search for life partners (or at least sexual mates), they consciously and uncon-
sciously act in ways that emphasize and draw attention to their sexual powers. This
is especially apparent among young people as they begin to mature sexually.

Though power is a key dynamic in this and the next two sessions, here we will
focus primarily on how sexual power can be used to oppress, coerce, abuse, and
cause violence. As Christian people we will reflect on correcting imbalances of
power, protecting the vulnerable against violence and coercion, and preventing
destructive behavior. This is why it is not possible to discuss human sexuality with-
out discussing justice. It may seem a little strange at first to bring justice into a
consideration of our most intimate relationships. But the intimacy of these relation-
ships makes us vulnerable, and so justice becomes imperative. Because our sexual
lives are so intense, so complicated, and so private, justice can be difficult to sort
out and enforce. For a variety of reasons, persons in sexual relationships may find it
difficult to recognize that they are being coerced or unjustly exploited. On the other
hand, we are concerned about the state intruding into the private affairs of lovers
and families. That is itself a moral issue.

In sexual ethics, certain abuses of power are clear and provoke little moral argu-
ment. For example, when someone attacks another by exercising power (physical
strength, the power by use of a weapon, the power of authority, the power to harm
the victim financially, and so on), the morality of that sort of act is clear. These
exercises of power have always been recognized as deeply immoral. Still, as we scan
the past, it is sobering to recall how traditional social arrangements permitted
the violent exercise of power by men against women. It is only very recently, by his-
torical standards, that women’s willing and intentional consent to sexual relations
has been elevated to a high order moral concern. Socially, we are still in the process
of putting in place the laws, judicial practices, and police procedures necessary to
protect both married and unmarried sexual partners from partner abuse and assault.

While we have become more aware of the need to protect partners from sexual
assault, we see other examples in society where women especially are made sexual
objects and targets of sexual violence. For example, some modern music and accom-
panying music videos glorify sex, including sexual assault and rape. Sexual fantasy
and ecstasy replace love and happiness. Such music is often the product of broken
dreams, broken families, and broken streets and the musical exercise of sexual power
becomes a means to express or achieve power status.



We hear a sense of denial regarding certain examples of sexual abuse and violence
in phrases such as: “boys will be boys”; “she asked for it”; “he had, after all, marital
rights”; or “prostitutes can’t be raped.” Even some Christians and their pastors have
found themselves contributing to ongoing domestic abuse by encouraging women
to stay in abusive relationships because “marriage is forever” or because they owe
it to their children. But protecting children is also about protecting them from
manipulation, exploitation, and present or delayed psychological suffering and
distress.

Over time our society has also been developing codes of conduct that define and
prohibit sexual harassment in order to protect the vulnerable.

This is done by setting limits on the behavior of those who press their interests
on others and exploit power in order to obtain or coerce sexual attention and sexual
favors. Professional codes of ethics now often include explicit prohibitions of any
form of sexual expression between a professional person (e.g. teacher, doctor, lawyer,
pastor) and her or his clients, even when both are unmarried. These prohibitions
are in place because friendship and affection, not to mention lust and manipula-
tion, can impair the practitioner’s judgment. Practitioners are powerful figures in
their clients’ lives, and the clients who are seeking professional help are often partic-
ularly needy and vulnerable.

Of particular concern for this church is the misuse of the pastoral office by
ordained persons who become involved sexually with parishioners and/or persons
who come to them for pastoral counseling. (This church’s expectation of proper
conduct applies also to its diaconal ministers, deaconesses and associates in min-
istry.) This conduct by pastors is incompatible with the office of ministry and can
seriously damage the faith and life of individuals, families, and congregations. The
church has adopted disciplinary procedures to address such misconduct by mem-
bers of the clergy and other rostered leader.

As is apparent in at least two of the opening vignettes, sexual attractiveness is its
own form of power. This power of attraction can lead to what some may view as
subtle forms of abuse. How often have we seen the story line in which the pretty or
the sexy wields a kind of power via popularity? Media and the advertising industry
extensively exploit the power of sexual attractiveness. Could we say that this, in
itself, is a form of abuse?

All of us, but young people in particular and with special intensity, are acutely
aware of the social and sexual power that comes with having a body that fits con-
temporary standards regarding male and female beauty. Reinforced by media and
advertising, such standards are used to place the label of “sexually unattractive” on
anyone who is disfigured, blemished, too short, too tall, too fat, too thin, or simply
unappealing. Billions are spent each year in the pursuit of this elusive form of
power: breast augmentation, breast reduction, cosmetic surgery, liposuction, steroid
treatment, growth factor treatments, diet regimens, hair coloring, and the newest
fashions. Young women and, increasingly, young men develop eating disorders that
appear to be, at least in part, triggered by desperate efforts to bring their bodies into
conformity with images of extreme body types (sometimes produced with special
camera lenses) that dominate the visual media.

Reflections

We have established in earlier sessions that sex and sexuality are good gifts of
God. But we also know that even such good things can be used to hurt and abuse,
because we are flawed creatures. New life in Christ and the presence of God’s Spirit
are gifts provided to us by grace and through faith. They are not achieved, possessed
or gained by reason, knowledge, or moral self-discipline. The apostle Paul is clear,

ELCA policy

The following material is from
Déefinitions and Guidelines for
Discipline of Ordained
Ministers. Originally approved
on November 19, 1989, and
subsequently approved in this
revised version on December 5,
1993, by the Church Council of
the Evangelical Lutheran
Church in America, pursuant to
ELCA bylaw 20.71.11.

...As an expression of its life in
the gospel of Jesus Christ, this
church embraces disciplinary
processes of counseling, admo-
nition, and correction, with the
objective of forgiveness, recon-
ciliation, and healing.

Simultaneously, out of deep
concern for effective extension
of the gospel, this church
remains alert to the high calling
of discipleship in Jesus Christ.
The ordained ministers of this
church, as persons charged with
special responsibility for the
proclamation of the gospel, are
to seek to reflect the new life in
Christ, avoiding that which
would make them stumbling
blocks to others. To that end,
this church recognizes that
there is behavior that is deemed
to be incompatible with
ordained ministry, and that calls
for disciplinary action...

...4. Sexual Matters - The bibli-
cal understanding which this
church affirms is that the nor-
mative setting for sexual inter-
course is marriage. In keeping
with this understanding, chastity
before marriage and fidelity
within marriage are the norm.
Adultery, promiscuity, the sexu-
al abuse of another, or the mis-
use of counseling relationships
for sexual favors constitute con-
duct that is incompatible with
the character of the ministerial
office... .

(continued on next sidebar)



The ELCA Constitution
describes this church’s discipli-
nary process and specifies the
disciplinary action that may

be imposed on ordained
ministers whose conduct is
incompatible with the character
of the ministerial office:

20.21.02 The disciplinary
actions which may be imposed
are:

a. private censure and admo-
nition by the bishop of the
synod;

b. suspension from the office
and functions of the
ordained ministry in this
church for a designated
period or until there is satis-
factory evidence of repen-
tance and amendment; or

c. removal from the ordained
ministry of this church.

Synods also have policies
regarding sexual misconduct
by members of the clergy and
rostered laypersons. Such
policies can be obtained from
your synod office.

“The challenge that confronts us
as Lutheran Christians is not one
of giving up desire and denying
sexual needs...but of living bodily
in ways that are not “of the
flesh”—not abusive, unjust, care-
less, selfish, envious, vicious, or
worse.”

however, that this new life in the Spirit that draws us into relationship with God,
does not end our struggle with “desires of the flesh,” which are broadly listed in
Galatians 5:19-21. Certainly, we can add to this list the misuse of sex to abuse,
injure, and take advantage of others.

When Paul describes the conflict of the Spirit against the “flesh” in Galatians he
is not saying that the physical body is bad. Rather, he is describing the struggle of
the old sin-sick Adam against the new creation. We might even say that he is
describing the struggle of the Devil (all that opposes God) in us against the Holy
Spirit in us. It is not some particular isolated part of us—not our physical drives
and longings, not our restless reason—that is fallen and sinful. Our whole being
resists God’s will and seeks to remain servant of sin.* Likewise, it is not some
isolated bit of us (the mind or the soul) that receives the gifts of the Spirit and is
animated by grace. Our whole person enters into that new creation. Luther draws
the distinction this way in his Preface to Romans: “Hence the term ‘flesh” applies to a
person who, in thought and in fact, lives and labours in the service of the body and
the temporal life. The term ‘spirit’ applies to the person who, in thought and fact,
lives and labours in the service of the spirit and of the life to come.”s

Paul was concerned that people in the congregation at Galatia had fallen back
into faithlessness. The people who came to faith through the Spirit of God had
somehow forgotten that experience of freedom (from the law, from self-will, from
guilt and shame, from death and despair). This was showing up in their individual
lives and apparently in their life together as a community of faith.

Paul condemned their telltale works of godlessness: enmity, strife, anger, and dis-
sention. By adding “and the like” to the end of the list, Paul makes it clear that this
catalog of negative works is not exhaustive. These “desires of the flesh” represent
human nature curled back on itself in self-regard and self-indulgence, indifferent to
and careless of the needs and well being of others. These self-serving inclinations
“are opposed to” the desires of the Spirit in order “to prevent you from doing what
you would.” The desires of the flesh obstruct the work of the Spirit, but the desires
of the Spirit prevent us from retreating into ourselves. The Spirit calls us out of self
for the sake of the other. Commenting on Luther’s “The Freedom of a Christian,”
Timothy J. Wengert (p. 130) describes how:

...the Christian believer, free in Christ and willing to discipline one’s self and
to serve the neighbor, encounters a “contrary will in his or her own flesh,”
or, in the words of a more recent theologian, the old creature may drown in
baptism, but it is a good underwater swimmer. This leads to the double life
of the Christian as “saint and sinner” described by Paul in Romans 7 and 1
Corinthians 9:27 but also in Galatians 5:24 and 6:14. This is why Christians
are in the business of daily “crucifying the flesh with its passions and
desires.” Luther hastens to add that the works of reining in the body are not
the means by which we are justified before God. The point of limiting and
disciplining ourselves cannot be to earn salvation or get in good (or stay in
good) with God. Instead, they are done simply “out of spontaneous love in
obedience to God.”

In this regard, Luther and Paul help us understand and address many things
that can go wrong in both the most superficial and the deepest relations of sexual
creatures. Their teaching helps us leave behind the idea that most abuses of sexual
power arise solely out of bodily urges. Other factors, such as jealousy, possessiveness,
insecurity, manipulation, greed, and distrust infect our behavior—even in suppos-
edly loving relationships. In creation, God has equipped us with very strong
biological longings that require resourceful management, but much of the harm
that sexual beings inflict on one another arises out of desires that are not themselves
sexual at all. The challenge that confronts us as Lutheran Christians is not one of



giving up desire and denying sexual needs (The reformers criticized the Medieval
monastic movement for having made that very mistake.), but of living bodily in
ways that are not “of the flesh”—not abusive, unjust, careless, selfish, envious,
vicious, O WOTSe.

Sexual ethics is therefore not so much about the management of private physical
desire. It is about deploying social and individual power to create and sustain
healthy networks of relationships. It is about helping persons who are bound closely
together by ties of attraction and reliance to flourish. Or, as Luther puts it so simply
in his explanation to the Sixth Commandment: “in matters of sex our words and
conduct are [to be] pure and honorable.” As private and individual as erotic attrac-
tion and sexual expression seem to be, this feature of human experience has a
profoundly communal dimension. Justice, equity, and interpersonal responsibility
are equally important whether we are talking about dating, conduct between mar-
riage partners, the state’s intervention in private conduct, or the church’s teaching
and response on matters related to sexuality.

Common Ground

In the U.S. sexual violence is generally regarded as deeply wrong and extremely
destructive of social bonds and social trust. Laws prohibit such activity as criminal
and require the punishment of offenders. We also have extremely widespread agree-
ment that sexual activity, violent or not, between adults and persons under the age
of eighteen is unacceptable and subject to punishment. Even so, the right of free
speech allows some forms of explicit sexual language and depictions in music and
media.

Concerning justice, equality, and the protection of the vulnerable, especially
children, the commitments and teachings of the ELCA are clear: “To participate in
God’s mission, this church shall: ...Serve in response to God’s love to meet human
needs, caring for the sick and the aged, advocating dignity and justice for all people,
working for peace and reconciliation among nations, and standing with the poor
and powerless and committing itself to their needs.”

Injustice in domestic arrangements is no more acceptable than injustice in
society. Exploitation and psychological abuse are no more acceptable in the home
than they are in the workplace. Sexual relationships expose us to physical and
emotional hurt, because we are, in the sexual dimensions of our lives, extremely
vulnerable. The Christian calling to care for and protect others from harm is, if
anything, more pronounced in domestic arrangements (and other forms of sexual
courtship and partnering) than in other settings. Thus, the ELCA message
“Sexuality: Some Common Convictions” (p.6) condemns sexual abuse:

Abuse can be physical, verbal, psychological, or emotional. Sexual abuse is
the sinful use of power to dominate or control another person sexually.
Victims of abuse are vulnerable because of their age, status, and emotional or
physical condition. All forms of abuse are sinful—whether heterosexual or
homosexual, whether by a spouse, family member, person in authority, date,
acquaintance, or stranger.”

While some forms of violence and abuse are easily recognizable, other forms are
less clear. What appears to one person to be unacceptable abuse appears to another
to be acceptable behavior. For example, some adults may consider pain-inflicting
behaviors acceptable in lovemaking so long as both partners truly consent to and
find pleasure in the heightened danger and sensation of limited pain. A person
engaged in displaying or using his or her physical body for pay may feel as if this
exercise of freedom provides personal or financial power.

Domestic Violence: A Crime

The Violence Against Women
Act was initially passed in 1994
and was reauthorized in 2000
and 2005. This Act makes
physical, sexual, emotional,
psychological, and economic
abuse illegal within any dating
or domestic relationship.
According to the United States
Department of Justice, Office of
Violence against Women Web
site:

Domestic violence can be
defined as a pattern of abusive
behavior in any relationship
that is used by one partner to
gain or maintain power and
control over another intimate
partner.

Domestic violence can be
physical, sexual, emotional,
economic, or psychological
actions or threats of actions
that influence another person.
This includes any behaviors
that intimidate, manipulate,
humiliate, isolate, frighten,
terrorize, coerce, threaten,
blame, hurt, injure, or wound
someone.

Domestic Violence affects
women and men of all ages,
races, ethnicities, socio-
economic statuses, religions,
sexual orientations, and is an
issue in rural, urban, and
suburban communities. The
ELCA's “Message on Community
Violence” calls the members of
this church community to act
with empathy for victims,
offenders, and their families, as
well as advocate for laws and
the individuals whose lives are
affected by violence.



The issue of consent can be hard to gauge in emotion-filled, economically
dependent, and psychologically needy relationships. Mature consent is certainly one
necessary condition of morally acceptable sexual interaction, but it is by no means
clear that it is a sufficient condition.

Differing Views

How, then, do people of faith view the issue of power and sex? Here are some
possible interpretations.

View 1

To me, power, like money, is not intrinsically bad. Power can be exercised to
change environments and situations in a positive way. Powerful people can use
strength, resources, knowledge, or imagination to uphold and enhance the good.
Human life is itself power. Our virtues and capacities are powers, and exercising
power is a necessary feature of all human communities and interactions. Persons in
relationships never enjoy precisely equal degrees of power. What we should ask is
not whether power is being exercised, but rather is power being used the right way.
That includes sexual powers.

We are hardwired by nature to look for attractive mates, so it is not surprising
when humans use ingenious methods to attract or compete for potential sexual
partners. Maybe we should encourage more discussion about whether people should
spend their discretionary income on cosmetic surgery or give those dollars to disas-
ter relief instead. But we shouldnt pretend that the people making these decisions
are the passive pawns of social forces. On the matter of sexual harassment, I tend to
think that men and women who complain about being harassed are over-sensitive.
Or maybe they are engaged in a reverse power play of their own to get an apology
or concession. Maybe they want to distract attention from their own failings and
behaviors.

I am skeptical about claims that certain aspects of the music industry victimize
vulnerable people. I admit that some sexually explicit lyrics glorify sexual prowness,
but listening to lyrics is a far cry from actually abusing another by acting out sexual
fantasies.

View 2

I believe that powerful forces are at work in our culture that affect our view of
sexuality. Relentless and pervasive messages about sexual attractiveness badly skew
our perceptions of value and even distort our own sense of self-worth. That is how
power works its will when it cannot actively coerce. The least we should do in the
church is to educate people, especially young people, to the way powerful commer-
cial interests (in advertising, fashion, entertainment, and even drug companies) use
sexuality to market their wares and influence patterns of behavior. The complex
psychological dynamics that skew people’s perceptions can make it nearly impossi-
ble for abused spouses or abused children to accuse or to escape from their
abusers—or even just seek help or counsel from a third party.

View 3

I believe that sexual rights and legal protections should apply to any form of sex-
ual intimacy. Even in marriage sexual relations should happen by mutual consent. I
would like to see our church publicly and vocally commit itself to the advancement
of sexual health in our own country and around the world. I believe we are called to
see that all persons are treated justly and that their human rights are protected,
especially with regard to sexual rights. All cultural practices that deny this or put
such pursuit at risk should be questioned, and if possible, eliminated. All persons
should be free to pursue a satisfying, safe, and pleasurable sex life—within marriage.



I think the church has sometimes contributed to suffering and abuse, and has
fostered negative Christian attitudes toward the body, sexual intercourse, and the
female sex. Christian churches haven’t exercised enough leadership in this critical
area of human health, social justice, and protection of the vulnerable and the
scorned. I hope the churches will begin to speak out more forcefully and construc-
tively on these issues, and will shoulder more responsibility in seeing that the sexual
rights of all persons are recognized, protected, and preserved.

An Invitation to Moral Deliberation

Having laid out some of the resources available in our tradition to guide moral
deliberation and having explored some of the moral issues that arise out of the
intersection of sexuality, power, and justice, we now invite you to join us in deliber-
ation. The following questions are provided to guide your reflection and discussion.
If time is limited for discussion, focus on those questions that seem most relevant to
you.

1. Regarding the first two vignettes (conversations) on p. 43, where do you see
the potential abuse of power? How might you respond if you were the one
hearing the conversations? Do you think these scenarios represent common
attitudes about sexuality today? If so, from where do such attitudes emerge?

2. What issues of sexuality and power do you see in the third vignette? In spite
of the humor, what rings true for you in the conversation?

3. How common do you imagine is the conversation in the bishop’s office in
the fourth vignette? Why? Why are those who experience such abuse some-
times afraid to come forward? Why is it important that they do so? What
stance does, or ought, the church take in such instances?

4. Do you think the laws our society has in place regarding sexual offenses,
including domestic violence, are too harsh, too lenient, or just about right?
If you think they are too harsh or too lenient, what role might the church,
with a mission in society, play in addressing that problem? If you or a mem-
ber of your congregation notices signs of possible sexual abuse or other forms
of spouse abuse, child abuse, or companion abuse within the congregation,

what should be done?

5. The issues that arise from looking at sexuality and power are many and
complex. Which of the issues introduced in the session are most disturbing

to you? Why? What issues require greater attention by your own congrega-
tion? By the wider ELCA?

6. Do you agree or disagree with the statement in the session (p. 44) that “it is
not possible to discuss human sexuality without discussing justice” Why?

7. Look again at the three “Differing Views” of various aspects of sexuality and
power. Which view or views make the most sense to you? Why? What other
views might be added to these? What do you think of the idea that the
church should be more actively involved in issues of sexual justice?

8. Consider the desires of the flesh in Galatians 5:19-21. How do these desires
show up in erotic expression, sexual companionship, love relationships, and
family settings? How does living in the Spirit change the way we regard and
express our sexuality?

9. In his explanation to the First Article of the Creed, Luther says that God
“has given me and still preserves my body and soul with all their powers.”
That includes our sexual “powers.” How does God act to preserve these
powers? How might we preserve them and not abuse them?



10. What would you want the church to help you learn or understand about this
particular topic?

11. What other moral perplexities seem to fit under this heading that were not
mentioned in the text? Why would you place them under “Sexuality, Power,
and Abuse”?

CLOSING

Prayer

We give you thanks, gracious God, that you call us to be the church, Christ’s
own body in this wounded and hurting world. By your Spirit confirm our faith, so
that with joyful hearts we may serve you and our neighbor. May trust in you and
love for others shape all our decisions under the guidance of your Word, through
Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

Dismissal
Leader: Go in peace to love and serve your neighbor.

All: Thanks be to God.

Endnotes

I David Sugarman and Gerald Hotaling, after reviewing the literature, conclude, “One can best guess
that about twenty-eight percent of dating individuals were involved in intimate violence at some point
in their dating careers.” “Dating Violence: A Review of Contextual and Risk Factors,” in Datrng
Violence, ed. by Barrie Levy (Seattle, Washington: The Seal Press, 1