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xi

Living in the Midst
A PERSONAL INTRODUCTION

Search me, O God, and know my heart;
 test me and know my thoughts.

Psalm 139:23

BeforeYouReadThisBook

Should Christians embrace gay people as brothers and sisters? Should the 
church bless same- sex couples in marriage? Each of us has some personal 
experience relating to these questions, whether we are aware of it, or reflect 
on it, or not. No one’s history or identity grants a special privilege, an ex-
emption from criticism or a presumption in favor of one’s preferred view, on 
any question. Yet personal histories and identities do influence how we read 
Scripture, ask questions, and assess answers. It is thus important to recall 
and tell one’s experience in the course of discerning with the church. I will 
relate briefly a formative experience in my life that has had continuing effect 
on my perspective.

Some thirty years ago, while a first- year philosophy graduate student, I 
found myself, for the first time, getting to know gay folks in a personal way. 
Erik, my campus roommate, introduced me to Andy, his friend and fellow 
music student, and through them I met Thomas, another philosophy stu-
dent and church musician. Each was Christian— and gay. By knowing them, 
I saw how a Christian institution could be inhospitable to the gay sons and 
daughters of mother church, and how some Christians could show hostility 
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xii Living in the Midst

toward their gay sisters and brothers. Despite this, they loved the church and 
desired to serve the church. Erik was music director and youth minister of a 
congregation (until his untimely death); Andy is a choir director at a Christian 
university; Thomas is an ordained priest and philosophy professor. During 
that time, they invited me to attend recitals and concerts, typically held in a 
church, and worship services at the campus church, in which they sometimes 
performed. Without realizing it, by welcoming me into their company they 
helped draw me back toward the church, from which I had wandered away 
during college. I am grateful for their hospitality and for the gifts with which 
God has blessed them and they have blessed the church. These brothers have 
remained in my heart along my journey of following Jesus and have been 
present to my mind as I have written this book.

Discernment by the church concerning these questions, whether at a per-
sonal or congregational or denominational level, must include testimonies 
of Christians that identify as gay, lesbian, bisexual, or asexual.1 In addition 
to listening to family members, fellow congregants, and friends, I commend 
reading autobiographical accounts of Christians telling their journeys with 
faith and sexuality, Scripture and the church.2 Discernment should take stock 
of how the church historically has perceived and responded to sexual mi-
norities.3 Discernment would benefit also from knowing the larger patterns 
of religious experience of sexual minorities in Western society, which could 
correct misperceptions of the faith lives of sexual minorities.4 A discerning 
church must be aware that sexual minorities have suffered painful experi-
ences, caused by society and the church, and acknowledge the need to lament 
maltreatment of sexual minorities, repent of abusive practices, and reconcile 

1. Heated disputes have arisen among evangelical Christians over sexuality terminology. 
Some prefer “gay” and “lesbian” while others prefer “same- sex oriented” or “same- sex at-
tracted.” Some accept identifying as a “gay Christian” while others object to combining sexual 
identity with Christian identity. I use “sexual minorities” when referring generally to persons 
grouped under various acronyms (e.g., LGBTQIA). I also use “gay believer” when referring 
specifically to Christians that identify as gay or lesbian, or same- sex oriented or same- sex at-
tracted. My intent is to accommodate varied ways individual Christians describe or identify 
themselves without overly complicating terminology or arbitrating terminological disputes. On 
sexuality terminology in the church’s discernment, see appendix A in the online supplement.

2. Among various accounts I have read: Bennett, War of  Loves; Butterfield, Secret Thoughts 
of  an Unlikely Convert; Coles, Single, Gay, Christian; N. Collins, All but Invisible; Eileen, 8 
Essential Thoughts; Gilson, Born Again This Way; Hallett, Still Learning to Love; Hill, Washed 
and Waiting; Keen, Scripture, Ethics, and the Possibility of  Same- Sex Relationships; Lee, Torn; 
Otto, Oriented to Faith; J. Perry, Gay Girl, Good God; Selmys, Sexual Authenticity; Shaw, Same- 
Sex Attraction and the Church; Tushnet, Gay and Catholic; Vasey, Strangers and Friends; Vines, 
God and the Gay Christian; White, Stranger at the Gate; Yuan and Yuan, Out of  a Far Country.

3. See Keen, Scripture, Ethics, and the Possibility of  Same- Sex Relationships, 1–15.
4. See Marin, Us versus Us.
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xiii

with mistreated members.5 Christians cannot discern faithfully as Christ’s 
body apart from confessing where we fall short of God’s glory and opening 
ourselves to renewal by the Holy Spirit.

Discernment also requires asking how and why these questions have become 
a debate of major proportion— disproportion, some would say— in the church 
today. This debate has acquired such importance in the church and become so 
disruptive of the church, in part at least, because it involves deeper theological 
issues and interacts with larger cultural dynamics. Theologically, this debate 
involves beliefs and values that each side sees as defining faithfulness: many 
traditionalists see this debate as testing allegiance to biblical authority or doc-
trinal orthodoxy or ethical purity; many innovationists see this debate as test-
ing commitment to human dignity and human rights. Culturally, this debate 
interacts with differences of geography, identity, and class, a phenomenon I’ve 
observed in my denomination: (sub)urban white- majority, professional- class 
congregations tend toward an innovationist view; (sub)urban racial/ethnic- 
minority, and rural white- majority, working- class congregations tend toward 
a traditionalist view. Theologically and culturally, this debate has crystallized, 
and come to symbolize, fears and suspicions. Lamentably, sexual minorities 
have been made targets of these fears and suspicions— and so, understandably, 
have become fearful and suspicious of the church. Discerning honestly calls 
us to acknowledge our fears and suspicions, to recognize the hurts and hopes 
behind them— and to name these in the midst of the church.

The same- sex- union debate has generated many— sometimes fierce, even 
vitriolic— words from both sides. Taking due care with our words, especially 
concerning those with whom we disagree, is crucial to the church’s integrity 
and witness. Christians cannot discern soundly or witness winsomely while 
on the rhetorical attack against one another. Whatever convictions we hold or 
passions we feel, we must remember that at the other end of our words stand 
sisters and brothers— and that our words are overheard by a listening world. To 
practice mutual charity and fidelity even as we disagree, let us agree that barbed 
words are unbecoming of the peaceable people we are called to be as followers 
of Jesus and members of his body. Above all, when speaking of persons who 
experience same- sex attraction, or who have same- sex orientation, or who 
identify as sexual minorities— whether sisters and brothers within the church, or 
neighbors and strangers within society— let us bear in heart and mind that we 
are speaking not of an “issue” to be discussed or ignored, nor of an “agenda” 
to be advanced or resisted, but of human beings made in God’s image.6

5. See Cannon et al., Forgive Us, 135–52.
6. See Sprinkle, People to Be Loved, 177–86.

Living in the Midst
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xiv Living in the Midst

It has become too easy to make prejudicial presumptions about the mo-
tives of those with whom we disagree— and then to self- righteously impugn 
their person rather than consider their position. Traditionalists too easily 
accuse advocates of innovation of “abandoning the Bible” (as opposed to 
their own commitment to biblical authority). Innovationists too often dis-
parage defenders of tradition as motivated simply by “bigotry” and “hate” 
(as opposed to their own attitudes of tolerance and love). Within the bonds 
of  charity and fidelity, we may conscientiously critique each other’s ar-
guments and respectfully question each other’s decisions. Yet instead of 
presuming to judge the hearts of others and declare my opponents to be 
God’s enemies, I should petition God to “search me,” “test me,” “know my 
thoughts,” “see if  there is any wicked way in me, and lead me in the way 
everlasting” (Ps. 139:23–24).

Even when we do assess positions rather than assail persons, it has become 
typical to name one’s own view in positive terms but name the other’s view 
in negative terms, such as “inclusive vs. exclusive” or “biblical vs. liberal.” 
Such rhetorical slanting is typical of our political milieu. To practice mutual 
charity and fidelity even as we disagree, we should avoid as far as possible 
using negative terms to name others’ views. While no pair of terms may prove 
satisfactory to everyone, I will use “traditional/traditionalist” to identify the 
view that the church should maintain its doctrine of marriage as male- female 
union and “innovational/innovationist” to identify the view that the church 
should revise its doctrine of marriage to sanction same- sex union. Both terms 
bear positive connotation—“traditional/traditionalist” connotes holding fast 
to a valued heritage, “innovational/innovationist” connotes advocating change 
toward a desired goal— and each term fairly, albeit imperfectly, reflects how 
various proponents of each view have presented themselves.7

And when we consider views with which we disagree, it is tempting to 
portray another’s view in ways that misrepresent it, making it mean otherwise 
than what was actually stated or likely intended or making it seem weaker— 
less biblical, less logical, less coherent, less compassionate— than it really is. 
Again, to practice mutual charity and fidelity even as we disagree, we should 
aim to represent a view with which we disagree in such a way that its author 
would recognize it and in a way that will assist others in understanding it. 

7. Traditionalist and innovationist views are not monolithic. Each view exhibits variations 
in biblical interpretation, theological perspective, and pastoral approach. Holben, What Chris-
tians Think about Homosexuality, surveys six viewpoints, four traditionalist (condemnation, 
promise of healing, costly discipleship, and pastoral accommodation) and two innovationist 
(affirmation and liberation). Sprinkle, Two Views on Homosexuality, the Bible, and the Church, 
actually features four different perspectives, two traditionalist and two innovationist.
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xv

This does not require us to remain neutral between conflicting views or to 
refrain from critiquing opposing views, but it does call us to take due care 
in how we represent others’ views. All parties to this debate, as members of 
Christ’s body, have obligations of charity and fidelity toward other believers, 
while exercising perseverance in sound doctrine and patience under divine 
providence.8

The apostle Paul addressed an early church beset by disagreements and 
divisions. He counseled believers that, as those who had been reconciled in 
Christ to one another and to God, they ought to “lead a life worthy of the 
calling to which [they had] been called.” This means “bearing with one an-
other in love, making every effort to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the 
bond of peace,” and “speaking the truth in love” (Eph. 4:1, 2–3, 15). I expect 
my readers to hold me to these standards.

WhyIWroteThisBook

This book presents my path of thinking through the question of same- sex 
union. My intent at the start was not to write a book but to discern with 
the church. I was prompted by events within my denomination, Mennonite 
Church USA.

Over the years some pastors and congregations in my denomination have 
published statements or adopted policies to welcome same- sex couples as 
members and authorize pastors to bless same- sex couples— and some pastors 
have openly presided at such ceremonies. Some of these congregations and 
their pastors have been reproved, while others have been approved, by their 
overseeing conferences. Then two conferences of the denomination creden-
tialed ministers living in same- sex partnerships. These actions, which con-
travened the denominational confession of faith and a denomination- wide 
agreement, galvanized debate and generated disruption. The denominational 
delegate assembly responded by adopting a resolution of “forbearance of 
differences” on sex and marriage. In the wake of all this, some conferences 
separated from the denomination and some congregations shifted confer-
ences to align with like- minded congregations. And throughout all this, many 
sexual- minority members have felt excluded from and scapegoated by de-
nominational processes and policies.

Intersecting with institutional actions and reactions are interpersonal 
relationships and situations. Having sojourned in both progressive urban 
congregations and conservative rural congregations of my denomination, 

8. See Davis, Forbearance.

Living in the Midst
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xvi Living in the Midst

having studied and taught within denominational academic institutions, and 
having served with my denominational mission agency, I know Christians on 
all sides and in many situations. I know Christians who have entered same- sex 
partnerships, or have opened marriages to pursue same- sex relationships, or 
have left marriages to explore new sexual identities. I know pastors, teachers, 
and members who advocate for, or have presided at, blessings of same- sex 
couples. I also know pastors, teachers, and members who object to these 
institutional decisions and are troubled by our denominational direction. 
I know folks who have switched congregations or exited the denomination 
because of this and folks who have resolved to remain despite disagreeing 
with these decisions and the direction they portend. Living in the midst of the 
institutional and the interpersonal, I felt compelled to undertake a sustained 
study of this question.

While my motivation and this book’s origin are personal and particular, 
I intend for this book to partake of  the larger debate and contribute to 
ongoing discernment within the wider church. I have engaged throughout 
the book with writers and sources from across the ecclesial spectrum: An-
glican, Baptist, Catholic, Episcopalian, Lutheran, Mennonite, Methodist, 
Orthodox, Presbyterian, and so on. While my confessional perspective 
and formational background are Anabaptist and evangelical, I have also 
been shaped significantly, theologically and spiritually, by Catholic and 
Orthodox traditions. I have mined the treasures of  the church to help 
me in thinking theologically and discerning faithfully concerning sex and 
marriage. While this book is a scholarly work and interacts extensively 
with biblical, theological, and historical scholarship, I intend the book for 
the whole church, not only or primarily the academy. I have endeavored 
to present matters in a clear manner accessible to a church- wide audience 
and hope that this book will prove edifying for many: pastors, elders, and 
laity in the congregation or parish; scholars, teachers, and students in the 
college or seminary; and leaders serving in denominational positions or 
parachurch institutions.

I offer this book to the church cautiously, aware that what I write may elicit 
passionate reactions or touch pained places for some readers. I do so honestly, 
seeking to be fair with opposing viewpoints but not pretending to be neutral 
on the matter. I do so modestly, cognizant of assumptions and limitations in 
my approach and acknowledging that my arguments and assessments might 
fall short or miss the mark. I do so humbly, not presuming to perfectly under-
stand the whole matter or ultimately settle every question. I do so fraternally, 
as a fellow laborer in the Lord’s vineyard, inviting thoughtful consideration 
and, where I have erred, faithful correction.
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xvii

WhytheChurchNeedsThisBook

The past several years have seen a flurry of books published from both sides 
of the debate. And here is another book! What is it about? How is it different? 
And why bother with it?

This book’s central focus is the theology of marriage and interpretation 
of Scripture as these bear on whether the church should revise its doctrine 
of marriage in order to sanction same- sex union as true marriage and bless 
same- sex couples with its nuptial rite.9 This book’s aims are both construc-
tive and critical: to elaborate a biblical- traditional theology of marriage and 
consider the innovation of same- sex union from that perspective; to analyze 
and assess Scripture- based arguments in favor of sanctioning same- sex union; 
and to do each of those with a view toward garnering wisdom that can guide 
the church in discernment and goad the church to reflection and action.

This book approaches the matter from a different angle than others. 
Whether written from an innovationist view or a traditionalist view, too many 
books and blogs in the debate have focused too narrowly on biblical texts 
that refer explicitly or pertain directly to same- sex intercourse. The debated 
question of this back- and- forth is whether Scripture strictly forbids same- sex 
intercourse, or not: Is same- sex intercourse always sin, or not? The debate 
then revolves around traditional versus revisionist readings of particular texts. 
Addressing that question and interpreting those texts is a necessary aspect of 
discerning this matter.10 I offer my analysis of that question and interpreta-
tion of those texts in the online supplement to this book. That approach is 
inadequate, however, for several reasons.

First, whether approached from the innovationist side or the traditionalist 
side, this debate centers on a negative question of what Scripture forbids in 
sexual relations and then fixes on a particular set of texts. This approach can 
easily lose sight of marriage as the positive frame for the negative question and 
thus overlook Scripture’s witness to marriage as the wider context for those 
texts on sexual relations. The church’s teaching, based on Scripture’s witness, 
has always maintained that sexual relations belong properly to the marriage 
covenant. From the perspective of Christian teaching, then, any question of 
sexual relations is properly a question of marriage. The typical approach to the 
same- sex- union question does not occasion biblical- theological consideration 
of what marriage is, why marriage matters, and how the church’s doctrine of 
marriage bears upon the question of same- sex union.

9. Throughout the book, I use “sanction” with the positive sense of “to authorize” or “give 
official approval”— in the language of the church, “to declare holy.”

10. See Gagnon, Bible and Homosexual Practice.

Living in the Midst
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xviii Living in the Midst

Shifting to a marriage frame for the same- sex- union question has the ad-
vantage of drawing the church’s tradition into our discussion. While same- sex 
intercourse has been a subject of comment (and condemnation) within the 
church across centuries,11 the church has sustained a tradition of reflecting 
theologically on marriage. Bishops and theologians of East and West (Tertul-
lian, Clement, Methodius, Gregory, Chrysostom, Augustine, etc.) engaged in 
an extended debate during the second to the fourth centuries on the status 
of marriage in the age of Christ. Revisiting that marriage debate among 
early Christians will offer lessons to help guide discernment in the church 
today— and will pose questions that both traditionalists and innovationists 
must take seriously.

Framing the same- sex- union question as a marriage matter will generate 
questions, often neglected in the usual debate, that bear upon both tradition-
alist and innovationist views. A narrow focus on biblical texts concerning 
same- sex intercourse lets both parties to the debate avoid dealing with theo-
logical questions about marriage: it allows innovationists to avoid weigh-
ing how sanctioning same- sex union would alter the traditional doctrine of 
marriage; and it allows traditionalists to avoid wrestling with how accept-
ing other practices (e.g., habitual contraception and divorce- remarriage) al-
ready implicates the traditional doctrine of marriage. Focusing specifically 
on same- sex intercourse also implicitly treats the same- sex- union question 
as a “special issue” divorced from other questions of sexual ethics. Debating 
same- sex union thus distracts us from obvious problems of sexual discipline 
(e.g., pornography use and premarital cohabitation) within our congrega-
tions. Framing the same- sex- union question as a marriage matter recalls the 
church to consistent scrutiny of sexual sin and consistent teaching of sexual 
chastity for all believers.

Framing the same- sex- union question as a marriage matter, hopefully, will 
benefit the church in another way. Christians in Western society, including 
evangelicals, are confused about marriage. On the one hand, some Chris-
tian subcultures have almost idolized marriage. Teens are exhorted to keep 
themselves “pure” by abstaining from sex while reserving themselves for a 
spouse; teens are taught that marital sex is the “ultimate” expression of love 
and “pinnacle” of intimacy. Enjoying sex in marriage is the promise for the 
faithful and “pure.” At the same time, teens receive a mixed message— sex is 
dirty and defiling, so save it for your spouse!— that confuses and shames. In 
this vision of marriage, which weds a secular script about sex to the Chris-
tian doctrine of marriage, emphasis on sex between husband and wife almost 

11. See Fortson and Grams, Unchanging Witness.
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xix

eclipses the vision of God’s love in Christ for the church as the meaning of 
marriage and the goal of Christian life.12

On the other hand, Western Christians are at risk of forgetting how to say 
what marriage is and losing their reflex of seeing sex as belonging to mar-
riage. Many Christian young adults, including from evangelical congregations, 
arrive at college already having absorbed a secular mindset on sex and mar-
riage, covered with a veneer of Christian vocabulary.13 Christian colleges and 
seminaries also can neglect the church’s doctrine of sex and marriage. In a 
recent conversation with a young pastor fresh from seminary, I mentioned this 
book and my approach. The pastor responded, “I had never thought of this 
issue in relation to marriage.” Even the scholarly guild of Christian ethics is 
in danger of forsaking marriage as the proper frame for Christian thinking 
about sexual relationships. At a recent conference of Christian ethicists, I 
attended a presentation that addressed the sexual culture of college cam-
puses. The presenter, with audience approval, dismissed the Christian virtue 
of chastity, and the corresponding Christian standard that sex belongs only 
within marriage, as “passé” and impractical. The church needs to reclaim a 
distinctively Christian theology of sex and marriage— and a chastened vision 
of the purpose and place of sex and marriage in the divine plan and human 
vocation.

In part 2, accordingly, I frame the question of same- sex union as a matter 
of marriage, present a traditional interpretation of Scripture and theology 
of marriage, and then consider same- sex union with respect to traditional 
doctrine. Chapter 3 elaborates a traditional view of what marriage is, what 
marriage is for, and what marriage signifies, as presented in the biblical narra-
tive and as represented by Christian tradition. Chapter 4 engages with Jesus’s 
teaching on marriage and considers its implications for interpreting Genesis, 
discerning the same- sex- union question, and assessing the purpose and place 
of marriage in the church. Chapter 5 revisits marriage debates in the apostolic 
and patristic eras of the early church and draws lessons for discernment in 
the church today. Chapter 6 then considers same- sex union, along with other 
contemporary alterations to marriage (nonpermanent, nonmonogamous, and 
nonprocreative marriage), in relation to Scripture and tradition, and examines 
the theological implications of these alterations.

Second, the typical traditionalist approach to the debate, focused on ethics 
of sex and exegesis of texts, often overlooks the fact that innovationists have 
offered affirmative arguments, based on Scripture, in support of same- sex 

12. See Callaway, Breaking the Marriage Idol.
13. See Rine, “What Is Marriage to Evangelical Millennials?”

Living in the Midst
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xx Living in the Midst

union. Traditionalists have too often supposed that critiquing revisionist 
readings of biblical texts about same- sex intercourse is sufficient to carry 
the debate and thus tend to give short shrift to affirmative arguments. The 
traditionalist approach, then, often fails to substantively address biblical ar-
guments advanced in favor of marriage innovation.

In part 3, accordingly, I will take up arguments for marriage innovation 
that draw analogies from or make appeals to Scripture in favor of sanctioning 
same- sex union. Chapter 7 considers arguments to the effect that the church, 
due to historical precedents of changing views and reinterpreting Scripture 
about other matters, may again change view and reinterpret Scripture to 
affirm same- sex union. Chapter 8 considers arguments to the effect that the 
church, on strength of warrants within Scripture, may override or set aside 
the teaching of Scripture on sex and marriage in order to bless same- sex 
union. In critically examining these innovationist analogies and appeals to 
Scripture, I will consider the hermeneutical, theological, and ethical issues 
at stake.

Third, whether approached from the innovationist side or the traditional-
ist side, the debate often falls short of offering the church wisdom to guide 
discernment and lessons to inform practice regarding sex and marriage. Along 
the way in parts 2 and 3, accordingly, I will glean insights and lessons for 
discernment and practice from the biblical, theological, and historical discus-
sions. Part 4 concludes the book by considering proposals and precedents for 
discernment drawn from the early church that might help guide the church 
today. Chapter 9 tests paths of discernment that have been proposed to lead 
the church toward sanctioning same- sex union. Chapter 10 looks to the Je-
rusalem Council as a guiding precedent for the church today.

Discernment must go beyond theology, ethics, and hermeneutics to con-
sider the calling and character of the church. Discerning with integrity carries 
a commitment to enact our convictions within communities whose character 
corresponds to what we’ve discerned. It is one thing to discern a direction; it 
is another thing to cast a vision for how we will walk this way as the church. 
God calls the church to be a people whose common life in the Holy Spirit 
makes walking the way of Jesus both plausible for believers and visible to 
the world. What does it look like when a community of believers— male and 
female, married and single, straight and gay— embodies a vision of chastity 
in which celibacy and marriage are credible and desirable on distinctively 
Christian terms? How can congregations become communities in which costly 
sacrifices of discipleship are viable for all believers, especially believers who 
forgo marriage for the sake of God’s kingdom? I have invited Wesley Hill to 
address this vital question in the afterword.
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xxi

There is much at stake in this matter: not only whether same- sex intercourse 
is sin but also what marriage is and how sanctioning same- sex union would 
alter marriage— and, beyond that, how it implicates how we read the biblical 
narrative, reflect on salvation history, think about Jesus Christ, recognize the 
Holy Spirit, and live together as the church. As we will see, this matter poses 
questions and presents challenges for both traditionalists and innovationists— 
and thus calls for discernment by the whole church.

I reference several appendixes (labeled A through J) in footnotes throughout 
this book. These appendixes, which address specific texts and topics, are 
subordinate to and supportive of the main argument of this book. I have 
published them separately as a supplement to this book. The supplement is 
freely accessible online as a downloadable document at https://o n u .a c a d e m i a 
 .e d u /D a r r i n S n y d e r B e l o u s e k.

Living in the Midst
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3

1

Stand at the Crossroads
TAKING A BEARING

Thus says the Lord:
Stand at the crossroads, and look.

Jeremiah 6:16

TheWayWe’veCome

The main question this book addresses is whether the church should sanction 
same- sex union as true marriage, and thus extend its rite of nuptial blessing 
to same- sex couples, or not.1 The church has traditionally taught that sexual 
intercourse belongs within the monogamous union of man and woman. This 
traditional teaching contains two interrelated norms: sexual intercourse be-
longs to the marriage bond, and marriage is man- woman monogamy. With 
respect to traditional teaching, to advocate sanction of same- sex union could, 
logically, be to advocate one or other of two things: revise the definition of 
marriage to include same- sex union or rescind the restriction of sexual inter-
course to allow sex outside monogamous marriage for sexual minorities. 
The church’s debate over same- sex union, for the most part, has concerned 

1. Questions of civil law and public policy lie outside the scope of this book.

_Belousek_MarriageScriptureChurch_JK_wo.indd   25_Belousek_MarriageScriptureChurch_JK_wo.indd   25 12/8/20   1:07 PM12/8/20   1:07 PM

Darrin W. Snyder Belousek, Marriage, Scripture, and the Church 
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2021 

Used by permission.



4

the definition of marriage. As I will show, however, the church’s debate also 
implicates the restriction of sex to marriage.

In the matter of same- sex union, cultural winds in Western society have 
shifted sharply in a short span. Political and legal changes have followed in 
step with cultural shifts. Recognition of same- sex union is now the legal norm 
in the United States, Canada, England, Australia, and other Western nations. 
These changes have not come all of a sudden. Same- sex union ascended to 
social approval and legal status in a single generation. Yet more fundamental 
shifts lie behind and beneath this latest in a series of changes concerning sex 
and marriage. Such changes— contraception, pornography, sexual liberation, 
sex education, divorce, cohabitation, abortion— have been working their way 
through society over a century.2

As Western society has been altering its law, and image, of marriage, Chris-
tians in every quarter have been caught up in those cultural shifts. Different 
denominations have followed varied strategies in response to the sexual- social 
upheaval of the 1960s onward. Protestant mainline denominations have tended 
to pursue a strategy of accommodating Christianity to the shifting culture to 
maintain the intellectual respectability of Christian belief and social relevance 
of Christian institutions, while evangelical and Anabaptist groups have tended 
to follow a strategy of nonconformist resistance to cultural forces to preserve 
orthodox doctrine and distinctive witness.3 Despite differing responses, how-
ever, Protestant groups off the mainline have found themselves replicating the 
same debates over sex and marriage that have played out in mainline denomi-
nations. Cultural changes in sex and marriage have put pressure on Christian 
practice and reshaped Christian understanding of sex and marriage.4

Because the cultural and ecclesial shift on same- sex union is the latest 
chapter in a century- long story of sexual- social change, the church cannot 
adequately address the question of same- sex union in isolation from the sev-
eral shifts on sex and marriage that have preceded it. Discerning the question 
of same- sex union in the church will implicate the ways in which Christians 
have already become accommodating in practice, if not affirming in principle, 
of pornography, cohabitation, contraception, divorce, and so on.

The debate over same- sex union in North America is not new. Protestant 
mainline denominations, especially, have been dealing with this matter for 
decades. As this debate courses through the denominations, Protestant main-
line groups tend to be about a generation ahead of evangelical and Anabaptist 

2. See Griffith, Moral Combat.
3. See Douthat, Bad Religion.
4. See Ash, Marriage, 34–59; Grant, Divine Sex, 15–130; S. Holmes, “Listening to the Past,” 

176–86.

Surveying the Situation  
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groups in both debating and deciding on this matter. The debate also finds 
different denominations following diverging paths— and even differing fac-
tions within denominations diverging into distinct groups.

Some Protestant denominations have already resolved debate and officially 
moved to redefine marriage and approve blessing of same- sex couples. Other 
denominations, while formally maintaining a traditional teaching, have con-
tinued in dispute over the matter without resolution. And still other denomi-
nations, whether because of lack of consensus or on account of church polity, 
have resolved debate by leaving the matter to local decision by congregations 
and clergy. My denomination maintains a traditional teaching as its confes-
sional position, but differences in belief and dynamics of polity are moving it 
toward resolving dispute by local decision. For those North American denomi-
nations that belong to worldwide communions, denominational disputes have 
threatened global division. Many evangelical and Anabaptist groups, along 
with the worldwide communions of Catholicism and Orthodoxy, maintain 
a traditional teaching on sex and marriage. Yet winds of change are blowing 
in conservative camps, as some prominent evangelical leaders and Catholic 
theologians have changed minds and advocated publicly for blessing same- 
sex couples.

To take a bearing in the present situation, let’s look back to see the way 
we’ve come over the last few decades. I won’t attempt to rehearse the whole 
history of this debate. Charting a few data points will show an overall trend. 
In 1983, Robin Scroggs began his landmark book, The New Testament and 
Homosexuality, with a brief survey of debates among three Protestant main-
line denominations that were underway in the late 1970s and early 1980s. At 
that time, the disputed question within denominational bodies was whether 
“practicing homosexual” persons could be ordained, which was connected 
to another disputed question of whether same- sex intercourse is intrinsically 
immoral. Blessing of same- sex couples in marriage was not (yet) up for formal 
discussion by denominational bodies. About twenty years later, C. Norman 
Kraus made a contribution to the ongoing debate among Mennonites. He 
framed the question for discussion in terms of justifying same- sex union as an 
exceptional situation: “Even if its [i.e., same- sex erotic attraction] expression 
in a monogamous covenanted context is recognized as moral, it can only be 
justified as an exception for a small minority.”5 Another twenty years later, the 
question for debate has shifted again. Now, while some mainline denomina-
tions have decided to sanction same- sex union, even some off- mainline de-
nominations have moved beyond debating whether to justify same- sex couples 

5. Kraus, “Making Theological and Ethical Decisions,” 257.

Stand at the Crossroads
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as an exceptional situation and into debating whether to sanction same- sex 
union as marriage. The debated question has thus evolved: from whether 
same-sex intercourse should be judged as intrinsically immoral, to whether 
same- sex union may be justified as exceptionally moral, to whether same- sex 
union should be blessed as true marriage.

TheWayWe’reGoing

Given this bearing, we may look ahead to see the way we might be going. 
What will be the next debate? I expect that the church will soon find itself 
debating whether to rescind restriction of sex to marriage and allow sex out-
side marriage. As observed above, the church’s debate over same- sex union 
has, for the most part, challenged the definition of marriage as man- woman 
monogamy while keeping the restriction of sex to marriage. Cultural shifts 
in society and theological shifts within the church, however, have put pressure 
also on the traditional restriction of sex to marriage, especially concerning 
sexual minorities.

One rationale advanced for rescinding restriction of sex to marriage con-
cerning sexual minorities is the claim that marriage is a “heteronormative” 
construct or a patriarchal institution that should not be required of sexual 
minorities who desire sexual relationships. This rationale has secular origins 
in the 1960s and 1970s among postmodern philosophers and political radicals 
who rejected monogamous marriage as an oppressive structure from which 
queer sexuality needs liberation.6 This way of thinking has moved from the 
secular arena into the church. Elizabeth Stuart, taking a lesbian- liberationist 
stance, characterizes marriage as “an institution that was born, formed, and 
structured for and by patriarchy.”7 Accordingly, she rejects marriage as a nor-
mative model for sexual relationships because, she argues, it is both unaccept-
able from the perspective of women’s experience of suffering and inappropri-
ate to the way that lesbian and gay persons understand their relationships. She 
advocates friendship as an alternative model for sexual relationships, which 
would require relationships of justice and mutuality but would allow pursuit 
of passion beyond the bounds of marriage and monogamy.8

Other theologians also have advanced variations of this theme— that sexual 
minorities need not be constrained by the heterosexual norm, thus rescinding 
restriction of sexual relations to monogamous marriage— over decades of 
debate about same- sex union. In the 1970s Tom Driver argued that affirming 

6. See Eskridge and Spedale, Gay Marriage, 17–19; N. Collins, All but Invisible, 137–39.
7. Stuart, Just Good Friends, 174.
8. See Stuart, Just Good Friends, xiv–xvi, 102–77; Stuart, “Dancing in the Spirit.”

Surveying the Situation  
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same- sex relationship “as a valid behavior and way of life” does not ask the 
church to abandon marriage. Yet it does ask the church to accept two things 
incompatible with tradition: the liberation of sex from marriage (“Life out-
side marriage is not necessarily or even normally virginal”) and the liberation 
of marriage from monogamy (“Life inside marriage is not to be construed 
as forbidding sexual relations with other persons”).9 In the 1980s Raymond 
Lawrence argued that the restriction of sex to marriage should be rescinded. 
“Sexual expression,” he claimed, “is limited only by the principles that delimit 
self- actualization. . . . Even within a lifelong heterosexual monogamous rela-
tionship sexual expression need not be limited to that relationship.” Because 
“self- actualization is shaped by its own inherent polymorphous character,” 
we should not require all sexual activity to conform to the single paradigm of 
man- woman monogamy.10 In the 1990s Michael Vasey argued that the church 
may have one ethical standard for the sexual majority and another ethical 
standard for sexual minorities: “A general Christian ethic does not require . . . 
the same ethical evaluation of genital acts for those who are able and those 
who are not able to conform to the gender patterns prevailing in the culture.”11 
According to Vasey, the church could judge sexual relations for the sexual 
majority by values that restrict sex to marriage and marriage to monogamy, 
while judging sexual relations for sexual minorities by different values that 
allow sex outside monogamous marriage.12

Rescinding restriction of sex to marriage for sexual minorities, once mar-
ginal, has become mainstream. To illustrate, let’s consider my denomina-
tion, Mennonite Church USA. A survey of credentialed leaders (licensed 
and ordained ministers) in 2014 found that 53 percent of all leaders hold an 
innovationist view. Among innovationist leaders, 40 percent would accept 
sexual- minority members and sanction same- sex union with restricting sex to 
marriage— but 60 percent would accept sexual- minority members and sanc-
tion same- sex union without restricting sex to marriage. Among innovation-
ist leaders, the majority would not restrict sex to marriage; only a minority 
would maintain restriction of sex to marriage. Of all credentialed leaders in 
my denomination, then, more than half affirm sanctioning same- sex union 
and nearly one- third would allow sex outside marriage for sexual minorities.13

What some advocate today, justifying sex outside marriage as an excep-
tion for sexual minorities, parallels what some advocated yesterday, justifying 

9. Driver, “Homosexuality,” 18, 19.
10. Lawrence, “Bench Marks for a New Sexual Ethics,” 95, 99.
11. Vasey, “Travelling Together?,” 69.
12. See also Vasey, Strangers and Friends, 212–37.
13. See Kanagy, “2014 Survey of Credentialed Leaders in Mennonite Church USA.”

Stand at the Crossroads
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same- sex union as an exception for sexual minorities. What yesterday some 
advocated as exceptional (same- sex union) is today accepted by many as 
normative. Likewise, I expect, what today some advocate as exceptional (sex 
outside marriage) will tomorrow be accepted by many as normative. In fact, 
some who advocate sanctioning same- sex union have extended their revised 
understandings of sex and marriage to reject restricting sex to marriage and 
advocate sanctioning premarital sex and sexual friendships.14 The same- sex- 
union question points, potentially, to wholesale revision of Christian doctrine 
and full- scale revolution of sexual practice: the sanction of sex beyond mar-
riage and monogamy.15

WhichWaytoWalk?

The church stands at a crossroads and must discern which way to walk. 
This historical juncture is forcing the church— members, congregations, and 
denominations— to face a choice: Which way should we go? What this deci-
sion calls for, beyond debate, is discernment: Which way is God’s will for 
the church today?

Historically, the church has relied upon scriptural revelation, doctrinal 
tradition,16 rational wisdom,17 and communal experience18 to guide discernment 
of God’s will. Throughout the generations, Christians have turned first to 
Scripture as the God- inspired guide for the faith and life of the church. “All 
scripture,” Paul reminded Timothy, is “useful for teaching, for reproof, for 
correction, and for training in righteousness” (2 Tim. 3:16). My denomina-
tion’s confession of faith, accordingly, acknowledges Scripture as the “fully 
reliable and trustworthy standard for Christian faith and life.” Scripture is 
the “authoritative source and standard” for “distinguishing truth from error” 
and “discerning between good and evil.” Scripture is thus the criterion against 
which other sources of wisdom and claims to truth must be “tested and 
corrected.”19

14. See Thatcher, Liberating Sex.
15. See the “sexual reformation” of Bolz- Weber, Shameless.
16. On the Western (Catholic and Protestant) traditions, see Reynolds, Marriage in the 

Western Church; Witte, From Sacrament to Contract; Roberts, Creation and Covenant. On the 
Eastern (Orthodox) tradition, see Meyendorff, Marriage; Hopko, Christian Faith and Same- 
Sex Attraction.

17. For a recent argument favoring traditional marriage based in rational wisdom, see Girgis, 
Anderson, and George, What Is Marriage?

18. In addition to taking account of tested wisdom from past generations, Western Christians 
would do well to listen to voices from the global South. See Azumah, “Through African Eyes.”

19. Mennonite Church USA, Confession of  Faith, art. 4.

Surveying the Situation  
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In order for Scripture to function authoritatively as the doctrinal stan-
dard, the church must interpret Scripture. Now Scripture does not simply 
interpret itself. And as mere mortals, we are not self- sufficient interpreters 
of Scripture. God speaks to us through Scripture, but we need God’s help 
to understand God’s word. Even the apostles, who had heard God’s word 
from Jesus, the Word made flesh, needed the risen Jesus to show them how 
to interpret Scripture’s testimony to himself  as Messiah and Lord (Luke 
24:25–27, 44–45). Thankfully, we have not been left on our own without 
divine help. The ascended Jesus has sent the Holy Spirit to teach us in all 
things, remind us of all that Jesus has taught us, and guide us “into all the 
truth” (John 14:16–17, 26; 16:13; 17:17; cf. 2:22; 12:16). Nor do we interpret 
Scripture once for all. As human interpreters, we are finite and fallible, and 
thus our interpretations of Scripture are limited in scope and liable to error. 
Thankfully, again, we have help that has been handed down through the 
church. We have the apostles’ testimony to the gospel and teaching of the 
faith, which the church has preserved in the canon of Scripture and sum-
marized in the “rule of faith,” to guide our interpretation and keep us from 
error (Acts 2:42; 1 Tim. 3:14–15; 2 Tim. 1:13–14; 2:2). We may also consult 
interpretations and teachings of past generations of faithful Christians that 
have been tested over time, from which we might gain insight and glean 
wisdom to aid discernment. It is the church’s task in every generation— 
entrusting ourselves to the faithfulness of the Father, committing ourselves 
to the way of the Son, invoking the help of the Holy Spirit, listening to the 
teaching of the apostles, gathering in the company of our forebears in faith, 
and hearing the testimonies of sisters and brothers— to interpret Scripture 
to discern God’s will for God’s people.20

SignpostsfortheChurch

I call to mind three signposts to orient the church at this crossroads. First, 
a signpost from the prophets. Jeremiah addressed Jerusalem in a time of 
crisis: “Thus says the Lord: Stand at the crossroads, and look, and ask for 
the ancient paths, where the good way lies; and walk in it, and find rest for 
your souls. But they said, ‘We will not walk in it’” (Jer. 6:16). Listening to the 
prophet, we are reminded of our tendency to refuse God’s way and wisdom 
and instead seek our own path by our own understanding (cf. Prov. 3:5–6). 
And we are exhorted to ask for and walk in “the ancient paths, where the 
good way lies.”

20. See also Verhey, Remembering Jesus, 14–76.

Stand at the Crossroads
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Second, a signpost from the apostles. The church today is debating various 
views that would entail substantial revision of traditional doctrine. Paul 
warned early Christians to not let themselves be “tossed to and fro and blown 
about by every wind of doctrine” (Eph. 4:14). We should not “despise the 
words of the prophets” among us, yet we should “test everything” so that 
we may “hold fast to what is good” and “abstain from every form of evil” 
(1 Thess. 5:20–21). John, alerting the church to “false prophets,” charged the 
believers to not simply “believe every spirit” but “test the spirits to see whether 
they are from God” (1 John 4:1). Listening to the apostles, we are reminded 
that not every prophet, doctrine, or spirit comes from God. And we are ex-
horted to be spiritually transformed with renewed minds, “so that [we] may 
discern what is the will of God— what is good and acceptable and perfect” 
and thus distinguish God’s will from schemes of the present age (Rom. 12:2).

Third, a signpost from Jesus. The church today, in order to discern well, 
should function like the household master of Jesus’s parable. Jesus likened 
the “scribe who has been trained for the kingdom of heaven” to “the master 
of a household” who exercises discretion over the household’s storeroom: 
he “brings out of his treasure what is new and what is old” (Matt. 13:52). 
Speaking to his disciples, Jesus was referring to his proclamation of God’s 
kingdom by sermon and parable (“what is new”) and to Scripture’s testimony 
to God’s will in the law and the prophets (“what is old”). The “scribe trained 
for the kingdom” draws from both “old” and “new” in discerning and doing 
God’s will, neither spurning Scripture in favor of Jesus nor rejecting Jesus in 
favor of Scripture. The wise scribe recognizes that Jesus, who teaches with 
God’s authority, has come to fulfill, not to abolish, the law and the prophets. 
While Jesus has inaugurated the new age of God’s kingdom, no part of God’s 
will from of old will cease until “all is accomplished”— until God’s purpose 
comes to be on earth as in heaven (5:17–19; 6:10).

The gospel of Jesus and the teaching of the apostles have been added to 
the law and the prophets— these compose, for the church, “what is old.” This 
canon of Scripture is the “good treasure” that is “entrusted” to the church, 
which the church is charged to “guard” and according to which the church is 
to judge “sound teaching” by “the help of the Holy Spirit” (2 Tim. 1:13–14). 
Today the church is also presented with new things— new theories about 
sexuality, new ideas about marriage, new ways of reading Scripture, and so 
on. As stewards of God’s household, we should neither uncritically accept 
“what is new” nor casually discard “what is old.” As wise stewards, we do 
well to soundly judge “what is new” in discerning whether to add to “what 
is old” in the household treasury— and then use the household assets, new 
and old, for the good of the household to the glory of God.

Surveying the Situation  
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It is my aim in this book to serve the church in the role of a scribe trained 
for the kingdom, drawing discerningly from “what is old” and “what is new.”21 
In doing so, I seek to test everything— every idea, every argument, every 
interpretation— according to Scripture. My hope is that, with the help of 
the Holy Spirit, we may be better able to discern where the good way lies for 
the church today.

21. A valuable contribution in this vein is O’Donovan, Church in Crisis.

Stand at the Crossroads
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