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Experiencing the Bozi.ly:
Sexunlity and Conflict .
in Amevican Lutheranism

CHRISTIAN SCHAREN

Some issues that most vex the Christian church today I address in this arti-
cle.! Sexuality, and particularly homosexuality, as terms in debate really point
to larger collections of issues that have and are still causing untold strife in
denominations and many local churches. The hot-button issues come to mind,
such as should the church bless same-sex unions? Should the church ordain gay
and lesbian pastors if they are in committed relationships? More fundamentally,
what shall the church say about the moral status of gay partnerships and gay sex?
And beyond these, what shall we say about the increasing numbers of young
adults who live together before marriage? What of a society where even those
newlyweds who go to church have a 50% chance of filing for divorce before
their twentieth anniversary? What of violence against women? Pornography’
Prostitution? Sex tourism? I could go on and on, sadly. While I will not pretend
to be a neutral observer to these questions, my primary object in this article is
not to sell you on my point of view or even the “Christian point of view” on any
p'arn,c,ular question. Rather, I want to examine with some care what a “point of
view” entails. I’ll focus on the meaning of a “point of view” by thinking through
the Ways CXPC‘richC .informs moral discernment. In doing so, I attend to lh“’
:}‘;lct,l’[’:ja‘;’:)i’; ;;);ﬁcr.lcnce” i,nﬂanccs one’s point of view, and the role “expert

ol ging one’s mind. _
dicls\:lsyt}TaTIlswriﬁag:; \jlultc simple and can be summed up in a guiding thests,

o dz}_;;:sack through three related points. : Jisioth

ment depends on four sources—Scripture, 1%

reason, a ; i :
) 4nd experience—and recognizing the priovity of experience aids the sweotS

of such discernment iy community,

M ' : .
pO\ve}r] fumlctstthod In defending this thes;s is the following. First, I will discuss thCS
ory of the Honorable Dan Ponder and his role in passing hat¢ crime
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legislation in the Georgia legislature. His story witnesses to the ways the sto-
des of our lives powerfully shape who we are. Second, T turn to my own stor

of moving from a place of condemnation of homosexuality as sin to a 1acz
of embracing gay and lesbian people as a grace in my life and as God’s pood
creation. In telling this story, T will examine more analytically the use ofgfour
sources in moral discernment and judgment: Scripture, the Christian tradition

reason, and experience. I will both show how these four sources interact and
what I mean by focusing on the priority of experience, especially when one
changes deeply held convictions. Third and last, shifting from my own experi-
ence to the experience of the denomination in which I serve, the Evangelical
Lutheran Church in America (ELCA), I conclude with reflections on the role of
experience in the corporate body of the church as it debates changes on same-
sex unions and ordination.

DAN PONDER: TWO KINDS
OF EXPERIENCES

Former Georgia State Representative Dan Ponder, Jr. was in the last days of
his term in the legislature. A white Republican from an ultra-conservative south
Georgia district, Ponder was known as a consensus builder behind the scenes
rather than a fiery orator. Yet as it became clear that a hate crime bill under
debate was headed for defeat, being accused by conservatives as creating special
protections for a special “class” of people, Ponder rose to speak. He took his
place in the well and began, voice trembling: “I am probably the last person, the
most unlikely person that you would expect to be speaking from the well about
Hate Crimes Legislation.”

He shared how he had grown up as the son of a prosperous peanut farming
family, raised in a conservative Baptist church. His town was so conservative
that, he recalled, when his third-grade classmates learned that President Ken-
nedy had been shot, they erupted in cheers. He attended a large, mostly white
Southern university and was president of the largest all-white fraternity there.
He confided that nine of his great-great-great grandfathers fought for the Con-
federacy. He did not have one single ancestor who lived north of the Mason-‘
Dixon Line going back to the revolutionary war. “Although I’m not proud of
it,” he noted, “not one, but several of those ancestors actually owned slaves.”

“So0,” Ponder continued, “you would guess just by listening to my bz}ck-
ground that I’m going to stand up here and talk against hate crime legislation.
Butyou see, that’s the problem when you start stercotyping people .bY ‘_"h,? they
are and where they come from, because I totally, totally support this bill.”

He then began to systematically recount his various experiences of discrimi-
nation, His sister married a Catholic and while his Baptist cburch refused to host
the wedding, his [brother-in-law’s] priest refused to 9fﬁc1atc as well. Another
sister married a Jew, a difference of religion that has split the family for 25 years.
And although 6 of his 100 fraternity brothers are NOW openly gay, the “lasting
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pledged themselves to during thege

» that they :
therhooc being ostracized.

s from
not sto([iapcl({ t{{i:f gro?ltclil:rr turned to the main reason for }.lis speech. He
; St‘llx(: :t:c;’don of the assembly, and launched in to a painful public ¢,
or

f his own act of discrimination. Il tell the story in Ponder’s words:
)

my life that made a huge difference and her nq
k?ng for my family before I was born. She was an;t)::s

g wn grandmother raised my mother. Mary, or May-M,
black woman “;hgj:r? i o%ning before I was awake to cook breakfast sg it v:ozslé
called tl}fef,ti;‘l‘: She cooked our lunch. She washed our clothes.
bq;)l?t she was much more than that. She read bpoks to me. When I was Playing
Little League, she would go out and catch ball with me. She was never, ever afraiq
to discipline me or spank me. She expected the gbsolutc best out of me, perhaps,
and I’m sure, even more than she did her own children. She would even travel with
my family when we would go to our house in Florida during the summer, just as
her own grandmother had done. _

One day, when I was about 12 or 13, I was leaving for school. As I was walk-
ing out the door she turned to kiss me goodbye. And fqr some reason, I turned
my head. She stopped me and she looked into my cycs.wuh a look that absolutely
burns in my memory right now and she said, “You didn’t kiss me because I am
black.” At that instant, I knew she was right. I denied it. I made some lame excuse
about it. But I was forced at that age to confront a small dark part of myself. I
don’t even know where it came from. This lady, who was devoting her whole life
to me and my brother and sister, who loved me unconditionally, who had changed
my diapers and fed me, and who was truly my second mother, somehow wasn’t
worthy of a goodbye kiss simply because of the color of her skin.

I have lived with the shame and memory of my betrayal of Mary Ward’s love for
me. I pledged to myself then and I re-pledged to myself the day I buried her that
never, ever again would I look in the mirror and know that I had kept silent, and

let hate or prejudice or indifference negatively impact a person’s life . . . even if I
didn’t know them.

bond of bro Years py,
plcadcd
Dfesgioy

There was one woman in
Mary Ward. She began wor

By the time Rep. Ponder finished his speech, fellow lawmakers were stunned
and silent. Some openly cried in their seats. He received two standing ovations
and it took 45 minutes for him to get back to his seat. And the law passed
overwhelmingly, making Georgia the 43rd state in the Union to pass such
legislation.?

As remarkable as this story is, its effectiveness resulted not from its uniqu
_charactcr, even though it was quite personal. Rather, the story found its power
in the fact that so many of his fellow white Republican legislators were shap®
ll:y similar stories, and guarded similar dark secrets. We are all strongly shap®

ydthc culture of our childhood, by the stories we learn at home and in churs

ell)nanalt) scl;ool. Those stgrics combined in quite unconscious ways to 1cad'young .

ight o o the point of an unthinking rejection of Mary Ward's K-

him to makavc given it much thought had she not forced the issue and ca'l;:cl)'

spoken out Sfcls?insqous d,lc reason for his rejection. That one moment l;n'vc

and ultimately r:z::s:s: cgrcat. pain and sadness, placcd.in his mifld ‘:j:: g
onflict between the assumptions of his €
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white Sou'thcrn privilege and the assumptions of a Christian love which shows
po partiality- .

[ want to highlight two modes of experience at work in this story.® First., the
unconscious formative power of experience that shapes who we ar'c. It is, not
< much that we tell stories, but that our stories tell us. They are the water we
qwim in, the air we breathe. We are schooled from the earliest age to know if the
world 1s grustworthy and fu.ll f)f possibility or to be feared as a place of hurt and

2in. We learn markers of'd.lstmction that tell us what is expected of “people like
us,” with implicit or explicit markers of distinction for those who do not meet
our standard. These formative experiences are powerful largely because they
are assumed, and taught by example. They are passed on as beliefs, manners
customs, and they mark our body as much as our mind and spirit. Dan Ponde;
began with a description of this type of experience and concluded that on the
basis of the evidence about the stories that live in him, of Confederate soldiers
and slave owners, his colleagues in the legislature expected him to speak against
the hate crimes legislation.

Yet, there is @ second type of experience, at once more time-specific and con-
scious yet no less powerful in its effects. These are the experiences that change
us because we are confronted with a compelling story we’ve not heard before.
These experiences usually create conflict and set in motion a process of change
whose outcome is never determined in advance, but is nonetheless driven by the
memory of certain people and things that happened to us ata particular moment
in life. Dan Ponder describes this sort of experience in his story about rejecting
Mary Ward’s kiss that morning when he was leaving for school. Her look and
her words of truth came as a jolting event that set him off-balance and shook his
taken-for-granted view of the world. He did not respond well at the time, for as
he recalls, he denied the truth and made up a lame excuse for his behavior. Yet
he had been confronted with the truth and as he lived with that new experience,
he began to see differently. He saw the prejudice and hate all around him. He
Wwas a part of causing it. And he began to se¢ that his new story required him to
rethink his assumptions and to act differently than he had before.

If you, kind reader, pause for a moment and reflect for a few minutes about
What Dan Ponder’s story evoked in you, I’ll wager that it sparked a memory of
your own experiences with discrimination. Maybe it sparked a memory ofa time
When you changed your mind about something. Before I turn to a more analynai
<l and more confessional section, I want you, also, to und.crstand how uttely re
and powerful are our experiences, especially those formative of our very being.

CHRISTIAN MORAL DISCERNMENT: FOUR SOURCES
AND THE PRIORITY OF EXPERIENCE

riences. Now I’ll share mine.

an pastor, baptized me and I

here big boys like me played

M Pve asked you to call to mind your own €xXpe
Y grandfather, who is a Missouri-Synod Luther
BTCW up in a small city in Southwest Montana W
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football from the 6th grade on. With a conservamic rdlgl(})]us backgrOund R,
the tough-guy ethic of the football locker roomv,v }r:ever cird anything e
would lead me to see that bcing gay was good. We ara‘s.sed geeks” and «
sies,” calling them “gay-boys” 1n our attempts to humiliate them. Yet It
got my taste of that same harassment because I was fat and had “breagts»

because I played

Sis-
00)

. s anqd
in the band, which made me categorically suspect from the

perspective of the “real guys” on the football'tcam. So I lifted WCig,hts and wep
to the right parties and tried my best to get into trouble so.that I’d fall on the
right side of the divide between the tough guys and ,t,hc wimps. In the tough
halls of junior high and high school, “love of neighbor” too often translates in,
“love of those like me.”

During those high school years, I became attracted to the highly individy-
alistic gospel of positive thinking, for instance, as promoted by Norman Vip-
cent Peale. I thought that mainly Jesus was interested in me being successful
in life, and if I were good, and worked hard, I would gain what I wanted with
His blessing. This mode of life fit right in with my early experience in college.
I played football on a team saturated by positive-thinking Christianity. I went
to classes, had fun, lifted weights, and generally waited for God to make every-
thing turn out splendid. Out of this background, my second year in college, I
wrote a response paper in a course on Christian Ethics. This paper asked my
response to the case of an otherwise highly gifted and well-trained young man
who wished to be ordained into the ministry but was openly gay. To me, it
was an open and shut case. One called to the ordained ministry is called tobe
a model of the Christian life and promises to hold up a standard of “holy Liv- ;
ing” in the midst of the church. I quoted the standard bible texts condemning
homosexuality. I think I mentioned proof-texts from Leviticus and Romans-
And on thaF basis, I concluded that despite his high qualifications, he should i
not be ordained. ‘
e hﬁ)&;fl:g;cant ﬁ that college paper is a common perspective held by mﬂ
P Luthcrs arc Kolden, Professor of Systematic Theology and {\cad'c a
nal Dialog Yet IC‘}anary, argues much the same line in the thcologlca‘li ]\(I)iCW
i wori m rote this out c?f my experience, my taken-for-grante 3

» never having (knowingly) met a gay or lesbian person, let alo

befriended or loved one. That changed the year after college. I spent the ye&*

serving i % 0
8 In the Lutheran Volunteer Corps. I worked in a Franciscan ministry ¢

$;hh(:?$ciz'thB?mcr DClVi.n (not his real name), one of the friars 1 Wf’rkicty
ind l’ovc for th is fellow friars taught me about the true meaning of dig? E
nity, and all thz [;(_)or and outcast, was gay. He welcomed me into their Cf)mr: :
it S commir:ars, 3s far as I could see, were faithful Christians by VIrt" a
Withourshelen b Mment to serve the ones without clothing, without food, d

€r unng that same year, at the local Lutheran church I attc‘}r;c); §'

the pastor and minjs
g ter of mus;j : inary.
conspired together to begin uns:c Senedioimydesirelin:gaitd Scm;:::lp)i,ng e

Y seminary education on the spot,
and offering me my first experience P

lcarn - . . . |
the assisng minister role 3
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50 not his real name), the music minister, wa

Fr‘i[f:lﬁ om him and met some of his circle of gay frizlfciénly B Snokgioci
[n that year, I got to kI?O.W and e and love two men whom I learned
were gAY Both were In ministry professionally, but neither was ordained as 3
st OF Pastor. Sc?, technically my argument against gay ordination did not
apply stll, my joy in them as men, :}nd my experience of their lives of commit-
ed service in the church grated against the easy condemnation Id worked out
in my collegc paper. Thus I began a long and searching process of rethinking

my assumptions. i

] hope it is clear that present in this story of my life are the same two elements
of experience I highlighted in Dan Ponder’s story. First, I highlight my forma-
tive experience of “the way things are” in childhood that predisposed me to
judge homosexuality negatively. And second, the critical experience during my
LVC year as I came to know gay people for the first time. I have since become
close to many gay and lesbian people, some of whom are pastors and some who
are not. And I have come to view homosexuality positively, and I celebrate gay
people as God’s good creation, subject to sin like we all are, but not simply by
virtue of their desires for partnership and love from those of the same sex. How
did such a change occur in my moral evaluation of homosexuality? And what
does this say about the role of experience in moral discernment and debate more
generally?

Let me make some methodological comments about ethical reflection, and
then fold these back into a discussion of how I changed my mind on this issue.
Itis commonly held that there are four components for making Christian ethi-
cal decisions. While not necessarily how everyday people make judgments, when
the church as a community of moral deliberation pauses to deliberate we turn to
four sources to aid us.5 The four are Holy Scripture, the teachings and tradition
of the church catholic, the findings of reason as expressed in academic disci-
plines of, say, biology or psychology, and finally our everyday experience. You
might picture a group floating down a river on a raft, and each source represents
one corner of the raft. Tipping the raft one way or another will influence the
outcome of one’s moral discernment.

_ While many disagreements over the proper balance of
n the scholarly literature, I wish to point out that experience
one among the four sources. Rather, it infuses all the others, as a sort of found-
lng’source or means of knowing. So, for example, Holy.Scn'pturc rccor@s p:}(l)
Ple’s experience and reception of God and God’s revelation in ,ICS%IS thst, 1:
f)t‘::ctli"s traditi(?ns represent the collective experiences of Gc})(d s P:cg?:f‘] f:r?cpc 1
Mme; and it is now common to assume scholarly “_’C_’r to P
Y the experiences of the scholar her- or himself. In addition, our cxpcgc\i'llcmt
chp ly influence how we interpret the data drawn from sources: how anal &
¢ draw from, Scripture, tradition, and the secular disciplines. But I am areacy
BUINg for the priority ¢ o the sources, and before [ move to
¢ priority of experience among

at. ’d 1; ? A
» I'd like 0 note another prominent view.

these four sources exist
is never simply just
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In an article on sexuality in m%n,isuﬁl S;_,ev:f?cgllllc\fit:\i, Jishop of Fhe Nory,.
Jowa Synod, offers a traditionally 611 on mOral.dl

castern drawing on these four sources.® He argues that the primar
@d c:lflgf; t:f:c 1:516 cautions that interpretation must be done in ¢ Oﬂzlnisﬁ-rce
lriagfr)thanpindividually. By -doing so, the bOd)_’ m‘;St come to some com;nj
sus about the witness of Scripture rather than simply one person saying, “Byg
T me, Scripture $ays this!” Second, he turns to reason. He Suggests that ¢,
church has changed its view that the earth is ﬂat,- and has changed its guideline
regarding divorce, not only through study of scripture but thrpugh t.hc sciences
and academic study. Change must be rcaso.nably suPportcd, in addition to §.
ting with an accepted interpretation of Scnpturft. Bishop Ullestad then places
experience and tradition next to one another, as 1.f thcy are a balance of powers,
Individual experience sometimes must protest mnjustices, as Luther did, but the
tradition helps discern the truth of individual experience—is it of God, or simply
misguided desire? We can listen to the voices of the church catholic to find 4
broader view as a balance to our own sense of God’s will.

With this model for using the four sources in moral discernment, Bishop
Ullestad rejects the ordination of gay and lesbian pastors. He argues that in
order to persuade him and the majority of his synod’s congregations, an argu-
ment must move beyond stories of gay and lesbian experience to ground these
stories in Holy Scripture. In his own words, the Bishop notes that changing the
church’s moral evaluation of homosexuality, and thus its ordination standards,
“must communicate a profound respect for the inspired Word of God that is
the source and norm for our lives.”” Further, he argues, such an argument for
change must grapple with the fact that the wisdom of the church catholic shows
a vast majority does not favor changing the rules regarding gay ordination.

Typical of those who do not support gay and lesbian ordination and blessing
of same-sex unions, Bishop Ullestad tips his raft toward the Scripture and tradi-
tion corners. thn one looks at the arguments of those who do support g3y and
iccib:;g ;);glgatlf)n and blessing of same-sex unions, you will not be sufPris;i::
g PpIng towards the reason and experience corners. Yet, as help

» I one respect the raft metaphor is misleading.

Here i n
is where I make my own case for moral discernment and change e

moral views. P roper ; rces,
e moral discernmen i : all the sou
but I believe tha t requires attention to e

priority of h i 'gnore at our peril what James Gustafson has called in
&5l uman experience.”® How is this so? Let me pick up my story ;g'rst
experience f:?;makf) all this ethical methodology more concrete and Cl‘far'n l b‘,'
ror because it js o : derstand =

ur un
use of the sources, Ip coll SEperisncasthatswe:try b0 y chur¢

should ordain g, : ' .
open to it, | ttfnz; l:g éCSblan people who are ecither in a relationship

SCcrnant L
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But, after bcfr?cnding gay and lesbian people, seeing their powerful callings
to work for God in t.hc church, and yet seeing the church reject their leadership
and their relationships solely on the basis of their identity as gay or lesbian. I
found myself thrown back onto the sources for another look.? I’ll briefly ventt;rc
some comments here about the steps I took. Already disposed to find in favor
of 2 new position, yet unwilling to simply disregard Scripture and the tradition
altogether, I tackled the traditional texts of condemnation first.

Scripture, it turns out, does not speak so clearly as I thought. As I read the
careful work of bible scholars, T began to see that it is indeed a complex matter
to discern what biblical references to same-sex relationships refer to, and then
to make the leap to say if those negative judgments can be extended to what
we understand today as a relatively given and stable gay or lesbian identity. Yet,
despite my doubts, I came to grips with the fact that the bible, especially the
text in Romans 1, views homoerotic behavior negatively. Then, I was faced with
what to do with that fact.

I began to ask about other examples of texts that are largely disregarded
today, and could this also fall in that category? I began to ask myself if I must
accept at face value everything that the bible says. Do I think women should
speak in church? Do I believe that slavery is acceptable and one should simply
be obedient in one’s given station in life? On both counts, I answered no. This,
then, led me to ask about broader themes in Scripture and I took hold of texts
regarding the covenant between God and Israel, between God and the church.
Such texts are traditional scriptural texts for marriage, an institution that in the
Christian view is not finally defined by which body parts fit together but by
the commitment of love and life-long fidelity of one person to another.

In a similar way, I tackled our tradition. It, like Scripture, has little to say
about homosexuality, and when it does comment, until very recently it is very
unfavorable. Yet, I asked myself, has the church always been right? Has it not
changed its mind regarding certain issues including the struggle in the New
Testament church over inclusion of Gentile believers, and quite recently, the
ordination of women (still a live question for various churches)? Does not, I
asked myself, the church worship a living Lord, who through the Spirit’s move-
ment does new thing in the church? Such changes generally do not come from
the institutional hierarchy. Rather, the Spirit seems most to find openings for
change at the margins of society, at the margins of the church. So I lookcd'to

sce and found many local congregations carrying out vital mission to and Wth
gay and lesbian Christians. Some even called gay and lesbian pastors. And I‘s.;n‘d
to myself, if this is of God, this ferment will grow and it will take hqld. If it is
not, then it will die away (the logic of the wise Rabbi Gamaliel, speaking of thc
followers of Jesus: see Acts 5:33—42). But insofar as [ am at.>l.c, I thought, I will
find resources in our common tradition to support a new vision.
I'found a good partner in this work in the person of Martin Luther. Luthcr
da simjlar thing, although the case was different in important ways. In bxs pas-
toral work and church leadership, he saw men and women suffering miserably
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use, while they in fact lived together in a commp
Jaw marriage, the priest could'not .takc the woman as his wife' and rcmainn;
priest. With this experience vexing him, he studied Scripture, asking about .
riage, about sexuality, and about the vows God requires of those who serve
in ministry. While he held the utmost'rcspec.t for .Scrlpturc and certain of the
Fathers of the church, Luther was no simple literalist. Luther counseled:

under vows of celibacy beca

one must deal openly with the scriptures. From thc very beginning the word hys
come to us in various ways. It is not enough to simply look and see whether this
is God’s word, whether God’s word has said it; rather we must look and see to
whom it has been spoken, whether it fits us. That makes all the difference between

night and day."’

Furthermore, he warned that the early church Fathers “often speak as a result
of an emotion and of a particular mood which we do not have and cannot have,
since we do not have similar situations.”!! As a result, he took on the work of
fresh theological thinking and biblical interpretation in response to the experi-
ence of his day.

As with Luther, I am suggesting that our experiences are prior in the sense
that we are driven to study by what we have experienced in the world. Our
taken-for-granted moral understandings are challenged in some way, and we are
forced to try to make sense of the conflict between what we thought right and
a new possibility. Yet, experience, as Luther suggests, is also prior in the sense
that we must look to see if the witness of Scripture, or tradition, or the sciences
makes sense to us. In short, we won’t be convinced by evidence that doesn’t fit
our frameworks of understanding. These two senses of the priority of experience
match up with the two senses of experience I pointed out earlier: our uncon
scious experience that shapes and forms our view of “how things really are” and
our conscious experiences in particular moments that challenge and ultimately
revise some aspect of our sense of “how things really are.”

!’m basic‘ally describing a process of conversion that entails three stages, in
whnch a radically new experience dislodges our taken-for-granted way of under-
§tand1ng and causes us to work out a new understanding, resolving the tension
into a new taken-for-granted view. How we experience the challenge t0 O
gzc\i’;ﬁ S;lgi ‘l,l;(;z:ttaictilgg, and ho“.' we go about resolving that challenge, ;Vsli-
tone¥et: it may lca;i e mes, experience lca.ds toa rcchs.al of our former [;mr
e outcc,)mc e a retrenchment .behmd the traditional view. No mding
e loriiyiofies eri;en'ociss of moral discernment and c.hangc, undcrstailo .
that it is not only rl:aiventcc e to- all our moral views enables 1 expect
an easy, quick, or painle ; Expect i different people to agree, but

At the very 1 '¢ss change of mind. es

ry least, understanding the way in which experience both shap
our settled opinions and has a ke lace i e dcrstand“‘g
gives us a realistic starting p| e chgngmg moral.un will g0
nowhere if we only tradcg E e ertoT et D.la.loguc ithout
ack and forth with our settled opinions, W
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inquiring into the assumptions and formative experiences that are the roots of
such taken-for-granted moral views, on issues of sexuality or any other. That
means that we do best when we are in a relationship over time with thos;: who
may disagree so that the conversation is just that, and not slinging slogans.

BUILDING UP OR BREAKING DOWN:
SLOGANS, RIGHTS, AND DISSENT

I've now landed in the middle of my third point about the role of experience
in change. I’ve already hinted at this earlier so I’ll be brief and clear here. Over
the last decade, the language of “culture wars” has entered our public debate.2
One option for dealing with conflict over difficult moral issues is most clearly
evidenced in the abortion debate. Activists on either side use words as weapons,
trading slogans on placards and bumper stickers. They don’t live together, let
alone talk together over time, pausing each week to pray and sing and break
bread at the table of the Lord. Such a black and white debate mostly serves the
interests of the media who like a simple story between two clear opponents. As
we all know, good sound bites and bloody fights sell papers and garner high
viewer ratings. But woe is the church if we choose this way. Change will come,
but not change that builds the body up.

Another problematic option for dealing with conflict over difficult moral
issues is captured in all the talk in the public arena about “rights.” This is
tied to the culture wars debate, but is a separate issue regarding entitlement
and our peculiar American definition of liberty. The motto of the state of Ver-
mont sums up this liberal tradition of so-called negative liberty: “don’t tread on
me.” Liberal individualism has had positive fruits, including the right to dissent
itself, but the logic of claiming rights can foster a nation of client-citizens who
depend on others for recognition.”® Such logic has influenced the gay rights
movement, both in society and in the church. Somehow, because one experi-
ences oneself as oppressed, one has a right to legal protection and restitution.
But this is not the language and logic of the church. God does not have clients,
and does not guarantee rights. We are all sinners before God’s gracious and
merciful judgment. As Luther put it on his deathbed, “we are all beggars.”
Organizing to fight for the right to baptism or the right to ordination will
lead away from true change because it pushes the whole issue into the realm
of legislation and institutional provision for the needs of those dependent on
centralized power.

So, if fighting culture wars and demanding individual rights won’t aid change
that builds the body up, what can be a source of hope for those who, like me,
wish and work for change on an individual and a church-wide level? How does
change happen? In one sense, my argument as a whole describes the role of
experience in changing deeply held moral views. But thus far, I've focused on
the individual level and not the corporate level. Let me tell one more story that
hClps make the leap from individual to corporate, and offers an example of what
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I think holds the most promise for change that will plaC(.: great pressures o, th
church, but not in the end break it down, but rather build it up, ;

In a number of public forums Paul Egertson, the former ELCA bishop of g,
Southern California West Synod, recounts the process of change he and hjg wife
Shirley, went through after their eldest son tqld them he was gay 14 A painﬁc,i
process, to be sure, but in retrospect one 1n V\.'hnch they see God’s creative grace
Thus, they tell the story drawing on the motif of the seven days of creation, Or;
the first symbolic day of their creation, they reported a strong desire to den
what their son told them. They responded with a knee-jerk rejection of hOmO)-,
sexuality based on their understanding of Scripture and common sense. But, 4
they grappled with the tension between their taken-for- g.rantcd experience and
the new challenge of their son’s news, they moch toa 51x.th day of creation ip
which they celebrate his homosexuality. They see his minority sexual orientation
as “variety in nature” rather that “contrary to nature,” and find delight in God’s
wide and diverse creation.

Like Dan Ponder and his experience with Mary Ward, like my experience in
the Lutheran Volunteer Corps, Bishop Egertson faced the crisis situation where
onc’s.assumptic.ms about moral viftuc anFl vice are strongly challenged by a new
experience. This sort of stor.y-tcllmg, this telling of the truth, may become the
catalyst for change. Yet, I still am primarily talking about an individual level of
changc.' Equally important, but dependent on the changed individuals for its
power, is corporate change. Here, the point is not slinging slogans like the cul-
ltiukrct;;v:xi?bors,lno; d.emanding access on the basis of a right to full membership

e eral activists.

Rather, T think that faithful dissent, guided by conscience and shared with
zoc:nrl:naxg;ty of billecrs, offers a more rcalistic' cha}ncc. Growing numbers of
e fd ygcalli I1118, ltlllzl;lﬁ clgg my lformcr congr.cgauon in Atlanta,. a.rc simply aqd
s Ay tcgc }?nicall b(;ptcp yfgay.or lCSbI?n candldatcsl._ This 1s.accc.:ptcd in
congregations make t);;c oilnnt t?lct e e o thﬁc
gay and lesbian cler frolin th e rules do not preclude opety
of its gay and lcsbiangy t hc ordained ministry. Rather, the ELCA requIre
relationship that lcads is Orls'; ?Smy o sm.glcncss, Wi.th no option of a S
ironic stance for a churoha }IICtlme S et This s} videly n(?tcd_ - b(? o
And, furthermore, an ilT— : 3t.stood e il Gricetbacy, dris foundmgé
o ottt = $ and nuns and priests in our sister Catholic

In an additional s . : in-
ing together to orditiilpaiid},?:galll) lali,:l]i% lZly = rUlCS,”‘CICng al'ld 131(}\",31:5 ]:;:C
met all the other requirements fo q . ed gay or lesbian cand1da.tcs o
relationships. This took place t}z s L L e Paul-
Reformation, an ELCA con WIth dramatic effect on April 28, 2001 a¢ - tso
B8 e OF o formien s cuin:gauon in St. I.’aul, Minnesota. BlSh.OP Ege’n
ordination and to stand with ent Luthc1.'an Bishops present to participat®! 5

vith Anita C. Hill, the candidate who was ordain¢
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installed. While it cost Bishop Egertson his job, he nonetheless felt compelled
(0 act on his c'onv1ct10ns. In defending his actions, he gives hints at what loval
Jissent might involve: 4

gt. Paul/Reformation Lutheran Church has voted to i

bounds of cons‘titution'al partnership in the ELCA. Thg;osg i?)rzﬁ;i :f‘;lct:lgflcﬂ:f
the longest pgnod_s of intentional ministry with and to gay and lesbian people of
any congregation in this church. They do so with a candidate as qualified by spiri-
tual gifts, academic preparation, and experience in ministry as any Ordinand in this
church. They do so after exhausting every reasonable avenue of recourse available
within the polity of this church. This is no act of defiant congregationalism, but an
act of conscience-driven faithfulness to their ministry of the Gospel.'¢ ,

While this event has a long history and many complicated details, the fact
I wish to bring to the fore is its character as an act not of slogan warfare, nor
liberal protest for rights, but loyal dissent, ecclesial disobedience done in fear
and trembling but with faith that such action will serve as one more powerful
catalyst experience, calling the church to the work of rethinking its taken-for-
granted views and policies.!” St. Paul-Reformation has engaged in mission work
to gay and lesbian Christians for more than 18 years, making it one of a hand-
ful of lead churches in the ELCA on this front. Once we stop and listen to this
congregation’s story, and the experiences that have brought them this far on
the way, we should not be surprised by their actions at all and we might even be
changed by the hearing.

NOTES

1. Thanks to the good people of St. Mark’s Lutheran Church, Spokane, Washington
(especially the Rev. Beth Jarrett and the Diversity Committee) for hosting and respond-
ing to an early version of this work. Thanks also to the folks at the 2002 Lutherans in
Diaspora Conference (a gathering of East Coast Lutheran seminarians attending non-
Lutheran seminaries) for similar duty. Both were a joy.

2. Dan Ponder, “Remarks on SB 390 Hate Crimes Legislation,” Georgia State
Legislature, Thursday, March 16, 2000. For more on this remarkable story, see John
Blake, “Unlikely Crusader,” The Atlanta Constitution, 16 March 2001. The whole text
of the speech is available many places on the web, including www.stophate.us/ponder-
speech.htm.

3. In thinking this way about the formative power of experience and about change,
I’'m drawing on the work of Ann Swidler (Talk of Love: How Culture Matters [University
of Chicago, 2001 1), in which she expands her very influential art'iclc, “Culture in Action:
Symbols and Strategies,” American Sociological Review 51 (April 1986): 273-286.

4. Marc Kolden, “No” (in response to editorial question, “Can Pastors be Openly
Gay or Lesbian”) in Dialog 40 (Spring 2001):19-20. i

5. The best analysis of the ELCA as a community of moral‘dchbcrauon 11 Per Ander-
son, “Deliberation, Holism, and Responsibility: Moral Life in the ELCA,” Journal of
Lutheran Ethics 1 (September 2001). i l

6. Steven Ullestad, “No” (response to editorial question, “Can Pastors be Openly
Gay or Lesbian?”) in Dialog 40 (Spring 2001): 9-11.

7. Ullestad, “No,” 11.
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- om a Theocentric Perspective, Volume Onpe: 1
I;thol;'g]icago, 1981), 1 31 Sff. i Theolagy g
R > int that my understanding of experience pushes
e ~9'vIst L;ixizctlc)n;:t‘f?’;i&c;;l Statcmgnt qf Conviction and COnccrr}” i esut;:icnko
;:nltllc250‘:)2 Conference on Christian Scxl}allfy sponsored by the American Luthera, P
licaitv Burcau. Under point three jn their statc(;pcnt, tll:cy argue thgt thgy ‘.‘arc trouls ;
by the process that has been used in recent Stli ies lonf Fma(;x sexuality within the ELCcd
The conversations on this issue thus far have arﬁf? y OFUHSCI (;n personal experien, s
the sharing of anecdotes, rather than on the teac m%‘ 0 : oly Scripture apd the thColon~
cal and confessional witness of the church. We call the church to recognize thy, Persor
liable interpretive key to the Word of God.” What [ argue hcrcn .
is

experience is not a re ; 5 ek : :
thfl)t experience a) always shapes our reading of “normative™ sources including Scripty
and tradition, and b) at times causes us to reassess our settled opinion of the “nOrmativ;:

sources in relation to the issue at hand—in this case the moral status of same-sex sexug]

elationships. :
: 10. Malr)tin Luther, “How Christians Should Regard Moses,” in Timothy Ly]] ed
ological Writings (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1989), 14’5 %

Martin Luther’s Basic The \ P .
11. Martin Luther, “Lectures on Genesis 1-5,” George V. Schick, trans., Luthey,
Works, American Edition, Jaroslav Pelikan and Helmut T. Lehmann, eds. (St. Iouis-s

Concordia Publishing House, 1957), 61.

12. Of course, the basic book here is James Davidson Hunter, Culture Ways (New
York: Basic Books, 1992). Yet very interesting subsequent testing of his thesis has showp
that the polarization is mainly among activists whose antics the media favor. As a general
trend across various social issues, decreased polarization seems to be the case. See Pay
DiMaggio, Paul Evans and Bethany Bryson, “Have Americans’ Social Attitudes Become
More Polarized?” American Journal of Sociology 102 (1996): 690-755.

13. Michael Walzer is most influential on my thinking here, and he works on this idea
in any number of places. For a beginning, see his influential article, “The Idea of Civil
Society: A Path to Social Reconstruction,” Dissent 38 (1991): 293-304.

14. For one source, see Paul Wennes Egertson, “One Family’s Story,” 24-30, in
Walter Wink, ed., Homosexuality and the Christian Faith: Quem'o;zs of Conscience for’rbc
Churches (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1999).

15, In point of fact, the question posed by the editor of a major Lutheran theology
journal, “Can pastors be openly gay or lesbian” (see footnote 4 above) makes my case.
ic:llg;ncaliy,con; ﬁandmdccd be openly gay or lcsb.ian a.nd be acceptable. The issue, in
i ;g]l:) s%x L?a ; tinc thocfumcnt Vision um? Expectations, is that “Ordained ministers who
exual in their self-understanding are expected to abstain from homosexual
?Xl;jal rclanonshnp;.” See _Vmon u.nd Expectations: Ordained Ministers in the Evangelical
utl gm& gg:ﬁ;? E:zhAmegF;;] (Chicago: Office of the Secretary of the ELCA, 1990), 13.
i en) Bishop Paul Egertson to (then) ELCA Presiding Bishop H.
eorge Anderson, dated March 29, 2001, and circulated b il

17. The language of loyal dissent tod o lai g i

of issues and positions, f; 0 SAIEL ) pepedsion d W A
» from my use here, to leaders in the Word Alone movement

who protest recent ecumenical artnership wi i f
dialogue on tough social issue ph gl With the Bp yowri al Church, to advocates 0
Church even if the majority £ s who use the term to call dissenters to faithfulness to the

on issues of dissent anc; obtl%, avors another view. I find Michael Walzer most though

on. Disoheds gauon in political terms. See, for example, Obligations: Essays
sence, War, and Citizenship (Cambridge: SNt 1970

Yet, more careful work needs to be d s SARVALC Umvcrsnty g di:
sent in the Lutheran tradition. s ¢ done on the issue of polity, ecclesiology, and dis

in his Knubel-Miller lccturc?n. Conrad Bergendoff noted now almost 50 years 2 8
on The Doctrine of the Church, Lutherans in the Unit

8. James Gustat}on,_
Ethics (Chicago: University
n su(h
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States have dealt with incredible diversity in their patterns of church organization and
theological and historical justifications for them. See Conrad Bergendoft, The Doctrine
of the Church in.Amertcan Lutheranism (Philadelphia: Muhlenberg Press, 1956). A con-
temporary starting pla.cc wpuld_bc Edward LeRoy Long’s treatment of Lutherans as
«connective congregationalists” in his Patterns of Polity: Varieties of Church Governance
(Cleveland: The Pilgrim Press, 2001), 103-117.




