La Porte Sermon Confronting the Controversies # 7 Homosexuality by Pastor Bob Vale  /  May 27th, 2018
Sermon Quote:  Article IV. Inclusiveness of the Church: “The United Methodist Church acknowledges that all persons are of sacred worth.”  (The book of discipline for the United Methodist Church.)
Liturgy: The Apostles Creed (Page # 881)
Scripture Lesson:  Romans 1:26-2:4 “26 Because of this, God gave them over to shameful lusts. Even their women exchanged natural sexual relations for unnatural ones. 27 In the same way the men also abandoned natural relations with women and were inflamed with lust for one another. Men committed shameful acts with other men, and received in themselves the due penalty for their error.

28 Furthermore, just as they did not think it worthwhile to retain the knowledge of God, so God gave them over to a depraved mind, so that they do what ought not to be done. 29 They have become filled with every kind of wickedness, evil, greed and depravity. They are full of envy, murder, strife, deceit and malice. They are gossips, 30 slanderers, God-haters, insolent, arrogant and boastful; they invent ways of doing evil; they disobey their parents; 31 they have no understanding, no fidelity, no love, no mercy. 32 Although they know God’s righteous decree that those who do such things deserve death, they not only continue to do these very things but also approve of those who practice them.

Rose Marie Dure and Mary Kay Steele will choose the music for the worship services. 
The topic of Homosexuality is the last of the seven-week sermon series that I have decided to preach upon.  This is perhaps the most difficult of the topics in my mind for the United Methodist Church today. 
Social Acceptance:  While many social issues take decades and sometimes centuries to see a reversal or slight change, the issue of Homosexuality and its acceptance into the American culture has made significant strides or changes in the past 10 to 30 years.   Particularly the past 10 years. 
Today I want us to take a compassionate and honest look at the topic of Homosexuality. Again, lets remember that we are a church family, and let’s focus on the 99% of the doctrines social issues that we do agree, and learn to be loving brothers and sisters in the faith on smaller matters that we may disagree. 
I want us to look at what the bible says, what the United Methodist Church says, what our U.S. government is saying on the topic and perhaps most importantly, what our heart is saying on the topic.   Please know we do not have the time to discuss every aspect of this debate. I will strive to hit the high points and how we as Christians can look at this issue of both our culture and personal faith.  
What does the U.S. Government say on the subject of Homosexuality?

Government:   It is clear, that over the past 40 years, our country has changed dramatically on the topic of Homosexuality.   What once was a topic where people hid their views and practices in silence and secrecy…the country is now out of the closet and the homosexual community is embraced by both our American culture and our laws. 
1. Same sex marriages are now legal in the entire United States. 

2. Military service is open to all and no longer closed to homosexuals as in the recent past.  

3. Civil rights towards equality to the homosexual community is at the forefront of our U.S. laws and legal system.   The United Methodist Church fights for the civil rights of all Americans despite their backgrounds or positions in life. 
4. T.V. shows and the entertainment community now have many different shows, movies and theatre productions about the topic of homosexuality, whereas 40 years ago, there were very few if any.  

5. Over the past 40 years the American society has had a reversal of attitude and acceptance of the homosexual lifestyle and offering of equal rights.  In 1973, 70 percent of Americans felt same-sex relations are “always wrong,” and by 2010 was down to 43.5 percent.  According to polling data, nearly 60% of Americans feel that homosexuality should be more accepted in America. 
Opinions differ on the impact of being so accepting of Homosexuality in our American Culture.  Especially acceptance by the church. 
Some say no culture has survived the total acceptance of homosexuality and reference the ancient fall of the Roman Empire. 

Some say this is exactly where we need to go if we want to live in harmony in the future of the American melting pot, with people of all ages, races, gender and sexual orientation, living out our American Motto, “Life Liberty and the pursuit of happiness.” 

What does the Bible Say about Homosexuality?

Honestly, not a lot.   The Bible contains six to seven admonitions on the topic of homosexuality and 362 admonitions towards heterosexuals. Perhaps heterosexual married couples need more direction from the Lord?
The Old Testament has a good deal to say about homosexuality. Paul also spoke about homosexuality in the New Testament.  

Jesus, however, never spoke directly on the topic of Homosexuality. 

Let me share some verses in the Bible that directly talk about Homosexuality. 

Leviticus 18:22, "You shall not lie with a male as one lies with a female; it is an abomination." 
Leviticus 20:13, "If there is a man who lies with a male as those who lie with a woman, both of them have committed a detestable act; they shall surely be put to death.”
I Corinthians 6:9-10, "Or do you not know that the unrighteous shall not inherit the kingdom of God? Do not be deceived; neither fornicators, nor idolaters, nor adulterers, nor effeminate, nor homosexuals, 10 nor thieves, nor the covetous, nor drunkards, nor revilers, nor swindlers, shall inherit the kingdom of God."
Romans 1:26-28, "For this reason God gave them over to degrading passions; for their women exchanged the natural function for that which is unnatural, 27 and in the same way also the men abandoned the natural function of the woman and burned in their desire toward one another, men with men committing indecent acts and receiving in their own persons the due penalty of their error. 28 And just as they did not see fit to acknowledge God any longer, God gave them over to a depraved mind, to do those things which are not proper."
These verses give the serious Christian pause to wonder why we are even talking about the subject.  The U.M. church is growing in Africa and Asia, and as they read the scriptures, they don’t know why we Americans are even discussing the topic, since the Bible seems to be so clear on the matter. For those on the conservative theological side of things, they also think the Biblical record is clear.

But there are those who also interpret the Bible differently.  While the Bible may seem pretty clear cut on homosexual issues, to some there is more to the story of properly interpreting these scriptures. Let me explain.  

Let’s not forget that the Bible was written 3,500 to 2,000 years ago in a very male dominated patriarchal way.   Just as the Bible lends itself to verses approving slavery 3,500 years ago, and bible verses suppressing of many rights of women, we now see the church interpreting these scriptures in a very different light, and the church has changed its views over the years on these topics. 

We understand the culture and society in which the Bible was written and don’t see our current culture adopting or following those views.

60 years ago, you would never see a woman preaching in an American church pulpit in America.  Now we do, and it is wonderful.  The United Methodist Church led the way to make that change beginning in the 1950’s.  Even though there is a Bible verse that says, women are not to even speak in the church, female pastors play a vital role in the church today.   As United Methodist, we do not accept the literal interpretation of the verses that was written 2,000 years ago in the New Testament, or 4,000 years ago in the Old Testament on the issues of slavery and women’s rights.  

When the Bible was written 2 to 4 thousand years ago, did they understand sexual orientation?  Did they consider the question, can people be born gay?  No, they did not. It did not cross their minds.
In my 25 years of pastoral ministry experience, I have encountered dozens of families in my congregations who have a child or family member who is openly gay.  As they come to me for counsel, I often ask the parents a simple question…”when did you know or have a suspicion that your child may have shown tendencies towards being gay?”   Nearly all of the families tell me…”they knew when their child was elementary age; that is when they began to see the signs.” 
Billy Graham was asked the Question:  “Would you love your child if you found out he or she was gay.”   Billy quickly responded, “I think I would love them more.”

Pastor Clyde Creech: UM Pastor who was kicked out of the U.M. church close to 15 years ago for performing a same sex marriage said this:  How do I view God's position on "homosexuality?" I believe lesbian, gay and bisexual people to be a part of God's wondrous creation, created to be just who they are, and completely loved and treasured by God. I believe God does not intend for anyone to be alone, but to live in companionship. And I believe God expects healthy loving relationships to include sexual love. The Bible doesn't say this, of course. But neither does it deny it. I believe this to be true not only because of the Bible's emphasis on the goodness of God's creation and the supreme value of love, but because of the greater understanding of human nature that we have available to us today. I do not believe that God intends us to live in the small world of ancient biblical culture, but rather in God's larger evolving world informed by science, reason and experience.
Sexuality is a wonderful gift from God. It is more than sexual behavior. It's the way we embody and express ourselves in the world. But we cannot love another person intimately without embodying that love, without using our bodies to love.  Sexual love is for the purpose of giving and receiving pleasure with our most intimate partner. It is a means of deepening and strengthening the intimate union that exists. This can only be healthy and good if our behavior is consistent with who we are and with whom we love, and when we are true to our own sexuality and orientation.

In regard to marriage, it's important to remember that the Bible was written in a patriarchal culture that assumed men were in control and women were subject to them. Marriage was not an equal partnership, but a matter of a man owning a woman or women as property. Women provided men companionship, children and labor. Certainly, love between the man and woman or women could develop, but love was not the basis of marriage. Consequently, the biblical concept of marriage is not appropriate today. We no longer accept the inferiority of women and superiority of men. We no longer accept marriage to be a property transaction. The concept of marriage has evolved throughout history. Today, we understand it to be a voluntary spiritual relationship based on love, respect, mutuality and commitment. What really matters is the quality of the relationship, not the gender of the persons involved. And marriage is created not by religious ceremony or civil government. It is created by the persons involved who make their commitments to one another. Whether or not there is a religious ceremony to celebrate the marriage or marriage license to legalize it, the marriage two people make together in private is real and valid and should be honored as such. I hasten to add that marriage should never be understood as a requirement for two people in relationship. Intimate relationships must not always create a marriage commitment. Marriage is a lifelong commitment that not everyone is willing to make or should make. Being single in an intimate relationship is an honorable choice.

What does the United Methodist Church say on the topic of Homosexuality?

First let me say that the United Methodist Church leadership meets once every four years at a gathering called, The General Conference, made up of an equal number of clergy and laity from around the world.  The decisions that are voted upon at these conventions are Church Law.  The decisions or church law are written in a book called, The Book of Discipline.  The book of discipline is published every four years, directly following General Conference. 
The United Methodist Book of Discipline is the only book that speaks for the United Methodist Church on matters of church law, doctrines and how we believe on many social issues of our day.    Not one U.M. pastor or a group of U.M. pastors with opposing views speak for the United Methodist Church.  It is only the Book of Discipline that speaks for the entire United Methodist Church on matters of church law and doctrine.  

Here is exactly what the United Methodist Church currently says on the topic of Homosexuality, as found in the 2016 Book of Discipline.
Church Membership:  Article IV. Inclusiveness of the Church: The United Methodist Church acknowledges that all persons are of sacred worth. All persons without regard to race, color, national origin, status, or economic condition, shall be eligible to attend its worship services, participate in its programs, receive the sacraments, upon baptism be admitted as baptized members, and upon taking vows declaring the Christian faith, become professing members in any local church in the connection.  

Ordination of Pastors: 304.3: The practice of homosexuality is incompatible with Christian teaching. Therefore, self-avowed practicing homosexuals are not to be certified as candidates, ordained as ministers, or appointed to serve in The United Methodist Church.

Marriage Ceremonies in the Church: 341.6: Ceremonies that celebrate homosexual unions shall not be conducted by our ministers and shall not be conducted in our churches.
Here is what the United Methodist church is saying to the homosexual community.   “We love you, we want you to be a part of our church.   As we are all sinners, we call everyone to a life of righteousness and call to be more like Jesus in our lives. We welcome you into our church.  

Here is what the Homosexual community is hearing from the United Methodist Church.  “We don’t feel welcome in your church.”
1. We can’t get married in the churches we grew up in. 

2. We can’t serve in ministry at the churches we grew up in. 

3. We will be judged in the churches we grew up in as the worst of sinners. 

4. Even though we feel called by God to serve in ministry, we cannot become a pastor in the church we grew up in.  

5. There are too many other denominations and churches who are accepting of the LGBTQ community, to come and worship and serve within the church family.  Thanks, but no thanks UMC.  (Episcopal church, Disciples of Christ, Evangelical Lutheran church in America, The Friends / Quaker Church in America, Presbyterian church USA, the Unitarian church.  (Churches that allow each church or conference to decide on their own: The Mennonite Church, and the American Baptist church USA.)
What is going on currently in our United Methodist Church? 

Over the past 40 years, we have vigorously debated this issue at every United Methodist General Conference gathering; occurring once every four years.  It has taken up so much time of debate, that the church has little time to discuss and vote to accomplish all its duties to be the loving active church around the world, that we desire to be.   

The United Methodist Church is currently in tremendous turmoil over the homosexual topic, and there is a significant threat for the church to split over the topic.   (Although, I don’t think this will happen.)

Currently, The United Methodist Church has some pastors who are breaking church law and performing same sex marriages in the United Methodist Church.  We have clergy who are challenging the law to be able to serve as a pastor, while claiming to be an active homosexual.  In the northwest jurisdiction there is a newly elected Bishop who is openly gay. Although charges have been brought up against her, the decision of where we will land on this issue will come at a special General Conference in 2019.   
Currently the council of Bishops have been meeting to figure out a way forward.  They very much want the church not to split, but to come together seeking a compassionate and loving path forward as a denomination.     

They have provided the Methodist church with three choices, that will be voted upon at a special General conference, to be held February 23-26, 2019 in St. Louis, Missouri.
Here are the three choices the council of Bishops are considering to present at the 2019 General Conference. It is called, “A Way Forward.”
1. Option # One: Keep the wording in the book of discipline the same and move forward with a more stern and decisive acting of church discipline, for those who are currently breaking church law on this topic. In other words, No inclusion for the LGBTQ community and accountability for those who disobey church law.  
2. Choice # Two: Allow each U.M. Conference and each local U.M. Church to decide where they want to land on the topic of ordination and marriage of the LGBTQ community. This could mean that Indiana churches may be conservative on the topic and Illinois churches could be liberal on the topic; or vice versa. Some churches within a conference could be open to change and other churches could simply keep the same wording and stance on the topic.  Within and around the city of La Porte, there are about 7 different United Methodist Churches.  After 2019, there may be some churches who are open and others who are not. Both pastors and churches will more than likely need to vote or state where they stand on the issue.  Annual conferences would decide matters of ordination, while individual pastors and churches would decide whether they would allow same sex marriages in the church.  
3. Choice number three. Seems to be the development of a new church government, allowing the denomination to split into two different jurisdictions, that are joined by agreed theology.   Basically, it is an organized and amical split of the denomination, but still holding hands between the two groups in many areas of ministry. Even though there may be two different parts of the denomination, (One liberal and one conservative); the two groups would still work together in areas of agreed missions, social justice, helping the poor, camping ministry, college ministry and higher education ministry.   It is a way to be separate, but still be connected as a global United Methodist Church denomination.  It is very complicated to either understand or explain.  
What is our heart saying?
As a pastor, I love all people.   As John Wesley once said, the world is my parish.   I also strongly believe the world is my parish. 
Just like Jesus, I am a friend to the Sinner. Just like Paul said, I am the chief of all sinners.  I too am a sinner in this life and miss the mark far too many times. 
I am a friend to the sinner who participates in lying, cheating, stealing, drug addiction, gossip, adultery, laziness, sexual sins, drunkenness, and the list goes on and on.   As much as I am their friend, I also strive to point a pathway towards a sinless life in Jesus Christ.  I want to help people find the grace of God through forgiveness and wholeness.  

Yes, I am their friend, but I am also their pastor, pointing them to a holy God who wants to see them set free from the bondage of sin.  
I struggle with the concept of winking at sin, and not calling it exactly what it is, when the Bible says it is sin.  I also struggle knowing that to seriously rightly divide the word of God, I can understand and compassionately see both sides of the debate. 

I love the homosexual person in the same way I love all people and see them as sacred in God’s eyes.   I welcome them and want to see them be a part of the church and grow in their faith.   But as inviting as we may say we are…if I was a gay person in America, I don’t think I would attend a United Methodist Church. Because of our current stand on the homosexual issue, we are exclusive and not inclusively welcoming. There are too many other churches out there who say that the act of homosexuality is not a sin and they feel welcome, accepted and loved in those churches who are freely open to the LGBTQ community.  We are struggling to live out our Methodist Motto of Open Doors, Open Hearts and Open Minds.
I believe this may be a small reason why our younger generations do not see the church in general as loving and accepting as they would like to see.   Perhaps some are staying away from the church for these reasons. A very high percentage of people under 40 do not see a problem with the LGBTQ community.  
I struggle with the question of whether people are born gay or not.   To me that is a serious question to answer within the debate.  

I am a pastor who has been taught and educated, that the weight of the scriptures far outweigh public opinion or the personal experiences we may have.  I sometimes hear people say, I know a gay person who is very nice and a good person.   Thinking that perhaps because they are a nice and a good person, that exempts them from living God’s holy law of life. 
As I rightly divide the word of God I see both sides of the debate.  I have clergy friends who have changed their minds on the topic and other clergy who have remained historically true to the traditions they have been taught on the teachings on homosexuality within the scriptures. 
I also know and experience the families who have raised children and tell me they knew their child had tendencies of being gay when they were in elementary school.   I also know there are new studies showing that people may be born with the predisposition of being gay and that if God created them with Gay Tendencies, how can the Lord count their disposition as wrong.    

Many of you are looking to your pastor and asking, “Pastor Bob, how should I feel about this?  I know that some of you in this room have children, relatives or close friends who are openly gay, and you love them dearly.  You want them to be part of the church you also love. 

I will not tell you where to stand on the issue of Homosexuality.  This is a personal faith issue for each person to resolve on their own.   I will tell you there are times when I feel we need to become more accepting in the church and welcome the LGBTQ community with open arms. There are also times I stand beside the historical word of God that indicates the Homosexual lifestyle is not God’s perfect will for humanity.  At times I am a walking civil war trying to decide God’s will on this issue and a way forward in my own life and ministry. 

 Over the past 5 years, I have probably read 20 different books on the subject of the church and homosexuality.  I have had countless theological discussions and studies on the topic.   I’ve gone to several seminars and higher education events to learn more on the topic. 
Knowing that our church mission statement is to transform the world for Jesus Christ…I wonder sometimes if the secular values of the world is transforming the church more than the other way around. 

More than likely, there will come a day within the next two years, where myself as a United Methodist pastor and you as a United Methodist laity will need to vote where we as a church stand on the issue.   

Until then, here is what I am going to be all about.   I am going to be about the important business of Making Disciples for Jesus Christ.  I am going to be a friend to the sinner and a partner with the saint to bring people to a saving knowledge of Jesus Christ.  We are going to be about the mission to serve in our community and around the world. 
I am going to be acting out my faith by loving my neighbor and serving my community to make the world a better place in Jesus name.   I am going to love my straight neighbor, my gay neighbor, my drug addict neighbor, and stand with my neighbor, who struggles with sin as we all do.   

We may not all agree on this issue, but perhaps we can all love alike!  Let’s love all people despite our personal opinion on this issue. 

Here at the La Porte First United Methodist Church, we will be the church who ministers to everyone who searches for faith in God.   

I finish with this passage of scripture: I John 4:7-8 “Beloved, let us love one another.  For love is from God. Everyone who loves is born of God and comes from God.   He that does not love, is not of God. Therefore, beloved, let us love one another.” 

Let us pray, Heavenly father, we are perplexed as we strive to find the will of God and become more loving and accepting of all people.    Help us to be a people of scriptural significance, while at the same time, being a people with Open Hearts, Open Doors and Open Minds. Amen. 
Words of Wisdom:  The heart is like a garden.  It can gr ow compassion or fear, resentment or love.   What seeds are you planting today in your heart?
Benediction: May God the Father prepare your journey, Jesus the Son guide your footsteps, The Spirit of Life strengthen your body, The Three in One watch over you, on every road that you may follow. Amen. 

 
