
“When a gay man comes to Christ, how long does he have before he has to stop being gay?  What about someone who is gluttonous?  How long before they have to go on a diet?”
  This type of question is discussed regularly on the Facebook page of my friend Shahrokh Afshar, a believer in Christ and expert on multicultural evangelism.  He likes to challenge people to define what it means to be a Christian.  It took him around 8 months before he believed in the divinity of Christ, and “for many Christians that would mean I was not saved yet.”
  David Kinnaman, president of The Barna Group said “Out of twenty attributes that we assessed, both positive and negative, as they related to Christianity, the perception of being antihomosexual was at the top of the list.”
  This was part of his study of Christianity's “image problem.”
  That study resulted in Unchristian: What a New Generation thinks about Christianity...and why it matters.  Each chapter deals with a publicly perceived facet of Christianity.  Chapter 5 is “Antihomosexual”.  Is this true?  When someone hears the term 'Christian' do they think hate instead of love?  “Outsiders say our hostility towards gays—not just opposition to homosexual politics and behaviors but disdain for gay individuals—has become virtually synonymous with the Christian faith.”
  Do the random people you encounter assume you are not a Christian unless you are opposed to homosexuality?  Is this their litmus test for our faith, much in the same way we often use issues like the divinity of Christ?  If that is indeed the case, how can our Christian mission be fulfilled in the world?  How can the church reach the world if the world thinks we are hateful or angry or judgmental?    To answer that we first have to discover what the world really thinks about Christianity and the church.  That is where my research began.  I interviewed Christians as well as people outside the church in the hopes of creating a dialogue about Homosexuality and the Church from which all sides can learn.


Nearly all those from outside the church had a pretty solid grasp of what it should mean to be a Christian.  However they were all frustrated with how they saw Christians behave.  It echoed with the infamous quote often attributed to Ghandi: “I like your Christ, but your Christians are nothing like him.”
  While only one person actually referenced that quote, that theme was recurring throughout nearly every interview.  Many of those within the church recognized this dichotomy as well.  One participant who leads worship at his church said, “I have seen many things within [the church] that are contrary to the message of Christ.”
  When asked about his faith, an openly gay pastor said, “I am fascinated by what makes us Christian.  To me it's Jesus.  It's the life he led, that he wants us to lead.  For me that's very practical, and not dogmatic.  He seemed to counter dogmatism.  The Pharisees were so dogmatic that they had lost touch with love.”
  These are crucial questions for the faith, now more than ever.  The church must be wary that it does not overestimate its ability to answer them, as it seems our reputation in the world is dwindling.  More importantly, we cannot ignore how those outside our fellowship answer these questions.  Therefore, this paper is not an attempt to specifically answer these questions.  Rather, it will demonstrate how important they are for us to ponder daily, if the church is to fulfill what her husband commissioned her to do.  We need to be about people, and not about positions.
  

Methodology:


The Church's reputation may be in question, so I set out to either confirm or reject it by interviewing people concerning the public perception of the church.  I have spoken with Christians who are attracted to the same sex, some of which deny their impulses, others who believe there is nothing wrong with their attractions.  I have spoken with pastors, some enthusiastic about how their church approaches this issue and the people involved.  Others saw this as almost a non-issue; something they see on the news but not in their life.  I have spoken with atheists and agnostics who have no interest in attending church, but have a strong desire to be a part of a community of people who exist to help the needy.


My goal was to find out what people think about homosexuality and the church.  In total, I interviewed seventeen people.  Four are female, thirteen are male.  Seven are pastors, one of whom is female.  Eight do not identify with church at all (either agnostic or atheist).  Six identified to some degree with same sex attraction, three of whom are christians (and one of those is a pastor).  

Here are my base questions asked of all participants:

How would you identify your religion?  (Christian, Agnostic, Atheist, etc)

How would you describe your relationship to Christians in general, and the church at large?

How would you describe your relationship to the Gay community?

What do you think when you hear 'Gay Agenda'?

What are your thoughts about people who use that type of language?

Do you believe the public perception of Christians would change if their approach to homosexuality changed?  How so?

What would you think about church, if they still believed that homosexuality was 'wrong' but they were open to gay people attending?  Would you attend?

My interview process was largely the same for every participant.  Some demographic details required adjustments to certain questions, which will be made clear in a moment.  I first identified the general demographic as it pertained to this research.  I wanted to know what religion the participant identified with in their own words.  Second, we explored their experience with Christianity, both with individual christians and with the overall Church.  Next I identified their relationship with the gay community (if any).  Here is where the questions shift.  While my research mostly concerns itself with public perception of the church, I have found the topic of a 'Gay Agenda' to be a good litmus test for public perception of Christians and what they think of the gay community.  I wanted a response to that terminology to see if the phrase seemed connected to Christianity in the public mind.  To follow, I asked what my subjects thought of the people who used that terminology.  Is it associated with the Church?  With all this in mind, is the perception of Christianity directly related to our treatment of the issue of homosexuality?  Furthermore, I wanted to know if I started a church, would it be well attended if it was open to everyone, no matter what kind of lifestyle they chose?  What would happen to this church if it was open to everyone, but it did not neglect a conservative approach to biblical truth?  To put it clearly: what if we accepted everyone, but still held that homosexuality was not an ideal lifestyle?  This would not mean that anyone would be excluded or asked to leave based on their lifestyle.  Everyone would be welcome, but in welcoming we would not affirm all behavior as normal or ideal.  Periodically these questions would shift slightly because of the participant's background.  For instance, when speaking with a christian who was attracted to the same sex, I asked them how their attractions affected their faith.  This question would be useless when speaking with a heterosexual atheist.  I asked Christians where the church should stand on this issue.  When speaking with a close friend who is an atheist, I asked how our contrasting beliefs affected our friendship.  Through all of this, what I wanted to determine is whether our dogmatic rejection of the homosexual community is neutering our ability to reach people.  Is it neutralizing our potential to create a safe place for all people to experience God?  Mostly, I just wanted to get people talking, and get them talking in a safe environment where they could be honest and open about anything.  I had a basic framework for each interview, but I allowed the particulars of each person to steer each interview in its own way.  This was very intentional, as I wanted each person to have a unique voice.  I wanted each participant to inform the overall discussion in whatever way they saw fit.  

Answers:



This issue “is not going away anytime soon. We need to be as informed as possible in order to cope constructively with what affects all of us.”
  If the relevance of this issue is in question, consider Pastor Mark Driscoll's Facebook page.  On July 9th he posted a question about effeminate worship leaders.  Within an hour there were over five hundred responses, and most were not very positive.  After some time, he removed this post entirely.  He did not state a reason but it is likely because it was getting out of hand.  Some of the posts indicated that effeminate males should not be allowed to lead worship because a worship leader should not be in sin.  So it is not enough to expect the gay community to not be gay, we also want all men to avoid anything that is not totally masculine.  Simply effeminate behavior is now considered sinful by many.  The fervor expressed in nearly 700 comments after a day indicates that many within the church are VERY intolerant of anything that is even slightly associated with homosexuality.
  “When you introduce yourself as a Christian to a friend, neighbor, or business associate who is an outsider, you might as well have it tattooed on your arm: antihomosexual, gay-hater, homophobic.  I doubt you think of yourself in these terms, but that's what outsiders think of you.”


Unfortunately, that is true.  One participant actively avoids Christians entirely because it always leads to conflict.
  Here is a sample of what others had to say.  One young lady never felt valued as an individual while at church.  “Well, it seems like they are only interested in hearing themselves talk.  They aren't interested in your experiences unless they are the same as theirs.”
  One young man, who is an atheist, was once told he should just go rape and murder since he has no moral compass.  Who told him that?  A Christian.  His view of the church: “I would say in general I have a negative view towards both [Christians and the Church].  That is not the case for all Christians.  Mostly I don't get along well with evangelical nutjobs.  Overall the view is not positive.”
  The same man is very enthusiastic about helping others (more so than most Christians, in fact).  Here is another of his comments on the church:  “I feel like based on what I know, Christians don't line up with the word of God.  They spend all their time trying to stop things they disagree with.  They don't spend their time trying to feed the hungry or help people.  If a Christian came up to me and said 'Lets end world hunger', I'd be down.  But Christians seem more concerned with making people not gay.”


A recent college graduate who has a minor in Multiculturalism and Diversity had this to say of the church: “The majority of people I know who are Christians are huge hypocrites.  They are very judgmental of those who don't agree with them.  The church at large is also very frustrating.  It seems like there are lots of things that are taken out of context and used solely for the purpose of telling other people how wrong they are.  I find that Christians tend to be very pushy.”
  When asked about the church's approach to homosexuality, she continued,“Christians are supposed to love their fellow man.  Alienating one particular group prevents you from aligning yourself with the core values and performing the principal duties of your faith.”
  Perhaps the most shocking response of all: “It seems like churches aren't open to sinners.”
 Only one of these people was not raised in church.
  So it is not a simple misunderstanding.  Nearly all of these comments come from people that spent their entire childhood being instructed by the Church.  And in spite of the 'education' we gave them, they still see us as self-absorbed, pushy, inconsistent and uninviting.  


Let us discuss the responses to the hypothetical church plant.  “A more open minded church would have a better chance of attracting someone like me.  I'm not interested in fire and brimstone.  If they put up a 'Gay safe space' sticker, I would go there.  It's a sticker that says you can come and be gay, and that's okay.  You can show up in drag, and it's okay.”
  This participant identifies himself as pansexual and polyamorous.  That essentially means he is in an open relationship and is open to sex with multiple partners and sexes.  Contrary to expectations, he wants to be a part of a church.  However, he has yet to find a place that is welcoming.  “A lot of the bad in my life has come from being around dumb people.”
  He attended Alcoholic Anonymous for a short time, and even they were not very accepting to him.  “I think if Christians became more tolerant and stopped fighting the homosexual community so much, I would have more respect for them.  Not only for individual Christians, but also the structure of the church itself.”


A college student who was raised as a Christian, but is now agnostic had this to say “I think if they changed their approach to [homosexuality], then they would also likely change their views on a lot of other issues.  I think it might result in less people telling me I'm going to hell, and that's always a plus.”
  Indeed most of her experiences with Christians revolve around a declaration of her eternal destiny in hell. A college student who is a devout believer said, “If we learned to love people, then I think that would go a long way towards redeeming [Christianity] back to what the Bible wants it to be.”


When asked the quesetion on whether or not he would attend a church that welcomed homosexuals, the atheist mentioned earlier surprised me with this remark: “I think that would be okay.  Because as a church, there are going to be things you should and shouldn't do.  And if that church believes homosexuality is wrong, then that's fine.  What matters is that they are open to and okay with gay people being a part of their church.”
  He continued his response by indicating his emphasis on practicality.  “If they said, 'You know this guy might not believe everything we do, but he wants to help people and we can all do that together', that would really influence me.  I'm not saying I would convert, but I'd be more open to the conversation than when I drive by a church that has huge plastic signs condemning gay marriage.  I don't feel like they would welcome me...or Jesus for that matter.”


Why does this church not already exist?  “Ironically, when we make an effort to avoid homosexuals, we put up barriers for people to actually experience Jesus through us.”
  Case in point: “When one of my friends came out, he wasn't accepted.  That really was a turning point in my faith.  He was being honest, and no one could accept his honesty.  That was really difficult to deal with.”
  Both this person and the friend she mentioned were raised in church, but neither are attending anymore.  Why?

“I am very selective of the religious people I let in my life.  I don't want to be judged.  I don't want to be around people that are always telling me that I'm wrong and that I'm going to hell...I stopped enjoying church about a year into Bible college, and since then I haven't really went to a church because I wanted to.”
  

She was not the only person to experience the constant chiding phrase, 'you're going to hell!' on a regular basis from Christians.  Another believed that most Christians were “obsessed with telling everyone how wrong they are, and why they are going to hell.”
  She was also raised in church.  This suggests the Church must have taken a wrong turn somewhere if we have alienated so many of our own.  “You don't have to be a certain way for Jesus to love or accept you, and that's not true in all churches.”


To boil down all the interviews, there is clearly understood ideal Christianity.  Love and accept people.  Help those that need it.  But there is also a perceived reality of what Christians are: judgmental, excluding, impersonal, etc.  Barna's assessment is correct.  The world at large does not have a great perception of who we are.  They may understand who Jesus is, or who we are supposed to be, but they do not believe we live up to any of it.

Application:


So what are we to do?  Many people have explored what the church should believe about homosexuality, on both sides of the issue.  Book after book tries to explain “what the Bible really teaches” and attempts to show how the other side got it wrong.  The result is what Andrew Marin refers to as “Sexuality's Infinite Continuum”, where “each community will continue to demand that the other concede their thesis.”
  In recent years, this issue has come to a head in the form of many denominations divorcing themselves, finding opposing stances on homosexuality an irreconcilable difference.  But what the church needs now is not division, but reconciliation.  “No matter what side you are on, you can present your case in a way that is loving and does not injure anyone involved.”
 One pastor said:

“...my denomination practices both infant and adult baptism.  Reason being that our priority is ecclesiological unity over sacramental truth.  It's easier to divide over issues like this.  But I think our church needs to pull together.  I think that's the beauty of the church.  I sit in a pew beside someone I shouldn't really get along with, but because of Christ we are together.  And people might say that baptism is a sacrament and homosexuality is a sin.  But look at the first century.  People were requiring a huge lifestyle change for gentiles, requiring them to be Jews.  But the disciples said, 'Hey, the Holy Spirit is being poured out here.  We can't require them to do something that God isn't requiring of them.'  We are offended at how merciful God is.”




Earlier I quoted an openly gay pastor.  I included him in the body of Christ.  If I could conduct just one more interview, I would ask my readers what they thought of that.  I have mentioned that conversation with my dear brother to several other believers.  Most do not accept that he can be a Christian.  I wonder what you would think, reader.  Is there a sin so great that our Lord's grace cannot cover it?  I have so many dear brothers that I strongly disagree with on many points.  And yet I recognize the Lord's hand in their lives.  One man who has had an incredible impact on my life is a pillar of his church, has his doctorate in theology and he is two hundred pounds overweight.  No one expects him to change his lifestyle.  He is welcomed into the pastorate.  Is homosexuality just too far out there?  “Christians need to downgrade the importance of being antihomosexual as a 'credential,' proving that we are more faithful to God than anyone else is.”
  If I showed up to a church with tattoos and an alcohol problem, I might be accepted and helped.  If I show up eighty pounds overweight, there is likely nothing said at all.  But if I held another man's hand while entering the same church, would any hospitality be offered to either of us?  And that same doubt exists within the hearts and minds of the public.  Chris Seay, pastor of Ecclesia in Houston puts it this way: “I find it ironic that so many are quick to point out the sin of homosexuality and its connection to AIDS but will gladly overlook the sin of obesity, which is directly linked to the disease of diabetes.”


Even holding to the belief that it is not an acceptable biblical lifestyle, why is it singled out as special?  We need better answers.  Being right, or proving someone wrong is no longer sufficient in all situations.  “Asked at a conference last spring what he thought about gay marriage, Brian McLaren replied, 'You know what, the thing that breaks my heart is that there's no way I can answer it without hurting someone on either side.'”
  That is how Jesus would likely answer such a divisive questions.  When backed into a corner over taxation his response was, “Show Me a denarius. Whose likeness and inscription does it have?” (Luke 20:24, NASB).  He turned the question around and exposed the heart of the issue.  It is easy to get caught up in the issues, and lose sight of our goal.  I fear that in the midst of our social turmoil over homosexuality, the 'Gay Agenda' and homosexual rights we have lost sight of the people who are affected.  More to the point, we lose sight of the reality of people's lives in the crossfire over this issue.  “I am not asked to impersonate the Holy Spirit but to live a life that gives off God's fluorescence.”
  Perhaps if we spent more time living missional, incarnational lives our reputation would be better.  


Pardon the catch-phrase, but what would Jesus do?  “Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I commanded you; and lo, I am with you always, even to the end of the age. (Matt 28:19-20 NASB)”  Jesus leaves his disciples with these words so that they will spread the gospel and start the church.  If you look at this in Greek, the first and only imperative is 'make disciples'.  Furthermore, those disciples are to be “of all nations.”  We take this to indicate that the gospel is not racist, and that is definitely the main point.  But we miss that our savior is giving this as a command to be inclusive.  It goes beyond just racism.  It is a call to end discrimination of any kind.  He does not command us to make disciples of all men, unless they are poor.  Go make disciples, unless of course the people you meet are not pleasant to be around.  Perhaps this passage would be better read as: 

“MAKE DISCIPLES!!  Go now and do it.  Do not stand here any longer.  Everyone is invited in now, and it's your job to spread that news.  How you ask?  Start with salvation and baptism, then teach them what I have taught you.  I will be with you, helping you along the way.  Now...GO AND MAKE DISCIPLES OF EVERYONE YOU MEET!!!”

It seems that Jesus is not concerned with the who or where.  He wants all mankind to come to him, through any means necessary.


It could be argued that the difference lies in “teaching them all to observe all that I have commanded you”, but that is an aspect of making disciples.
  So you could argue that Jesus himself is asking us to teach people that homosexuality is wrong.  However even if that is what he is saying, that teaching is to occur during the process of discipleship.  Throughout scripture, God protects the disenfranchised.  He intervenes on behalf of those who cannot protect themselves.  So when our actions and attitudes create that atmosphere in a human being, we are opposing God's work.  He wants to reach out to them, and we are pushing them away.  That behavior resulted in judgement for Israel throughout the Old Testament.  Prophets arrive when Israel does not fulfill her calling in the world.  When she is disobedient, God sends a prophet to remind her of her identity and what her behavior should be.  The church's identity is the Body of Christ.  We are the community of faith that represents God's family.  If anything we do pushes people away from that family, we need to examine ourselves.  That is not a proof that we are wrong, but a gentle reminder of what could be wrong.  The scriptures speak of homosexuality several times, and it seems to consistently decry it as morally wrong.  It also speaks of gluttony multiple times, saying it is morally wrong as well.  Yet our churches are full of people who are overweight and we rarely preach a sermon about proper diet.  My atheist friend said it well: “If the Bible says there are thirty wrong things to do and homosexuality is one of them, maybe we should focus on a few of the others too.”  It seems all sin is welcome in church, and the Lord will help you in your weakness...unless you are gay.  No other sin occupies so much of our time and energy in church.  It is our mortal enemy, when it should be just another sin.

The issue of ecclesiology:


Churches everywhere acknowledge that we should be open and welcoming.  Ask a pastor if people are welcome in his church, and his response will certainly be affirmative.  Just as there is no 'First Church of the Deceived', it is unlikely any pastor (save perhaps Fred Phelps, but lets not honor him with the title 'pastor') would openly claim his church rejects people.  We all want to be in a warm loving community.  I have a large bright red tattoo on my inner right forearm.  I know pastors say their churches are accepting, but I have experienced otherwise.  I have seen the stares and glares of a congregation that does not seem to think good thoughts concerning me or my presence near them.  Christians are far from perfect, and that is the point.  Time and again those interviewed told me, “My general view is that there is clearly something going on.  I can't look at all this and say it's an accident.  But I don't think we are complex enough to understand it..”
  I agree.  We are not capable of anything, really.  That is why we needed the incarnation.  Christ tabernacled among us to guide us back to the Father.  So while my intellect would never reach God, Christ has bridged that gap and reached me.  And now we are commissioned to bridge that same gap to reach others.  How will we do that if they think we look at them in disgust?  When the world was lost in sin, Christ did not look at us in revulsion.  Pulpits are commonly used to underscore how much worse homosexuality is than every other sin.  How can we hope to build any type of community if we have messages that seem engineered to ostracize others?  An atheist who does more ministry than the average Christian told me, “I guess my problem is a lot of churches have missed the point.  When you boil down the Bible, Jesus wants us to be loving, life a good life, and help people.  To see churches that are narrowing it down to eradicating homosexuality...even if the Bible says that, it's not why the Bible was written.”
  He is right.  In fact, he may have a better understanding of the Bible and why it was written than many Christians.  I am not suggesting homosexuality should be accepted as a biblical lifestyle, although we should not completely disregard that.  I am suggesting that homosexuals should be accepted as humans.  Whether you accept their lifestyle or not, if you are not a safe place for them, if your church is not a safe place for them, you are preventing them from being able to relate to God.  Science backs this up with an idea call Attachment Theory.  “Adult attachment is guided by the assumption that the same motivational system that gives rise to the close emotional bond between parents and their children is responsible for the bond that develops between adults in emotionally intimate relationships.”
  The Christians relationship with God qualifies as both emotional and intimate.  So what does attachment theory have to teach us?  A portion of Fraley's answer: 

“...the attachment system essentially "asks" the following fundamental question: Is the attachment figure nearby, accessible, and attentive? If the child perceives the answer to this question to be "yes," he or she feels loved, secure, and confident, and, behaviorally, is likely to explore his or her environment, play with others, and be sociable. If, however, the child perceives the answer to this question to be "no," the child experiences anxiety and, behaviorally, is likely to exhibit attachment behaviors ranging from simple visual searching on the low extreme to active following and vocal signaling on the other. These behaviors continue until either the child is able to reestablish a desirable level of physical or psychological proximity to the attachment figure, or until the child "wears down," as may happen in the context of a prolonged separation or loss.”

As this question and answer plays out, an attachment style is developed.  If the answer is consistently 'yes', then it is expected that 'yes' will regularly be the answer, and visa versa.
  The good news is that “it is possible that a person's attachment pattern will change if his or her relational experiences are inconsistent with his or her expectations”
  This is where we find our ecclesiological implications.  The church has to be a place of secure attachment for all who enter.  If God is an attachment figure, and those we wish to reach have difficulty trusting him, we have to step in and show the stability of that relationship.  By doing so we allow adjustments to the attachment style, opening the door for every relationship to blossom with security.  

“Secure adults are more likely than insecure adults to seek support from their partners when distressed. Furthermore, they are more likely to provide support to their distressed partners. Second, the attributions that insecure individuals make concerning their partner's behavior during and following relational conflicts exacerbate, rather than alleviate, their insecurities.

Here, Fraley is talking about a romantic relationship, but it applies to relationships in general.  So if the church is not a safe place, our unsafe existence is disturbing the potential peace of relationships we contact, thereby limiting the participants ability to relate to God.  Furthermore, if our connection to people is an insecure attachment, our attempts to help are actually hurting instead.  If our mission is to make disciples of all nations, we must be a safe place for all people to develop safe attachments.  And while we may think we are a safe place, in this case public perception gets to trump our opinion.  If they do not see us as safe, then it does not matter if we think we are.

“The GLBT community feels a constant unnamed pressure from both sides—an invisible Christian ideal that they can't see themselves living up to, and an overt push from the gay-friendly culture to just 'come out' and be OK with it.  Neither option seems achievable to many people who have a same-sex attraction, so they are left with no home and no sense of support.  A large portion of these people eventually try to force themselves to fit into one of these unnatural categories just so they can belong somewhere.”

The church absolutely has to be a safe place that people can call home.  It must be a viable support network for those who have none.  That is why it exists.  And presently, it is not living up to that call.
   

“Outsiders are getting the message loud and clear that Christians reject the gay lifestyle, and they say that Christians disdain for homosexuals is unmistakable...We have to help a generation that has few sexual or moral boundaries understand and embrace the deep and rich truth of Christianity.  My research leads me to conclude we have not been doing this.”


In a perfect world we could all sit down and have an adult conversation about this.  Christians could express how they disagree with the lifestyle of homosexuality, but still love and accept someone who practices that lifestyle.  But this is not a perfect world.  When you have a wound, it is very difficult to be objective and tolerant in a discussion that concerns that wound.  Christianity has wounded the gay community.  The truth of that statement may be argued, but whether it is true, or it is a perception, it is the current reality.  In a tense discussion where emotions run high, it is our job as the body of Christ to show love in all directions.  That love does not negate truth, or water it down.  But it is hard to accept such a hard truth without an abundance of love to carry it.

Conclusion:


Homosexuality is a singular topic, it has no true corollary.  To those who embrace it, it is a fully acceptable lifestyle which is an integral facet of individual identity.  To those who believe it is sin, it is at least a bad decision and at most a damning abomination to God.  There is no other topic where living a certain lifestyle is both action and identity.  No one defines themselves fully by their actions, unless they are a part of the homosexual community.  Now, truth be told, this does not hold true of everyone who partakes in that lifestyle.  But my findings indicate, and the literature confirms, that those who partake in this lifestyle do so in a communal way.  By that I mean that they identify with a larger group.  That is why they are calling their movement 'civil rights'.  Civil rights are granted to demographic groups, not groups of people who share a similar activity.  If you are denied civil rights because of your behavior, it is not unjust on the grounds that your behavior qualifies you for them.  The injustice is because you were qualified for them because of your place in society.  In other words, let us say you are denied habeas corpus (the requirement that there be cause to imprison you) because you are a tattoo'd drug addict.  Your tattoo's and drug use do not grant you civil rights.  Your citizenship does.  So, the odd thing about the homosexual community is that they are arguing for civil rights on the basis of their lifestyle.
  It could be argued that the civil rights are denied because of the homosexual lifestyle.  But that does not work because the civil rights argued for are not afforded to all (i.e. redefining marriage).  They are arguing for a shift in civil rights as a whole on the basis of their behavior.  Now the argument of discrimination works, because the opposition to this change could be seen as a result of anti-gay prejudice.  So homosexuality is both a lifestyle, and a people group.  This is problematic for conservative Christian theology, which holds that homosexuality is not an acceptable Biblical lifestyle.  This is because Christianity is to break down barriers and be the champion of the disenfranchised.  However it is the same theology of acceptance and positive activism that also opposes the homosexual lifestyle.  The Bible teaches that Christ has broken down the racial and social barrier, opening the Body of Christ to all (Ephesians 2:14).  But it also teaches that homosexual is not an acceptable lifestyle.  This is the most difficult conflict.  How can we be inviting and accepting, and also exclusive and rejecting?  The Desert Fathers, a monastic group in early Christianity offers some wisdom here: “[teachers] were not to impose their own will on disciples, as if they were the superior; instead, they were to offer suggestions, provide encouragement, impart the wisdom of the desert and, above all, set an example.”
  It is not our job to convict of sin.  We are to exhort one another, help one another, teach one another.  But God alone can forgive sin because God alone can convict.  One person I interviewed has been a Christian for many years now, even attending Bible College and graduating with a Bachelor's in Biblical Studies.  He is attracted to men.  He shared his conversion story with me; it was several months after he gave his life to Jesus before he felt convicted over homosexuality.  He actually made note of how gracious his youth pastor was.  This pastor, although he knew of my friends struggle, never pushed the topic.  That gave my friend room to be himself and learn about the Lord.  It eventually led to his salvation.
  My atheist friend agrees.  When I asked him about our friendship in light of our contrasting views he said:

“The dialogue that we have about Christianity is never you forcing me to see your side.  When I ask you something, you give me your point of view, but allow me to be me.  When I say something that you disagree with, you express your disagreement in a way that allows me to be myself.  When I talk with other people, the dialogue isn't open.  They aren't open to seeing things from my perspective.  Now I'm not trying to convert people, but people aren't usually willing to try to understand why I believe what I believe.  They just want me to know how wrong I am.  You listen to what I have to say, and if you disagree, you explain your side.  There isn't a requirement to change.  Also the fact that you don't pressure me to believe what you believe leaves me room to consider things for myself.  In the past that has at times led to me eventually agreeing with you.”

It is actually not very dissimilar to Christianity in that regard.  As lifestyles, they are quite similar and may be the only true corollaries to one another.  A Christian is not a Christian alone.  Their faith is a part of a community of millions of people.  Even though they only interact with a tiny sample of that group, they still feel the resonance of its entirety.  If you could rob them of their faith, you would find them in a crisis of identity, for their faith is an integral part of who they are.  And so it is with homosexuality.  “Many gay people tell me that if someone were to take away their sexual behavior, they would be taking away all they are as people.”
  I am not arguing for the acceptance of this behavior as a biblical or social norm.  That is not the purpose of this paper.  The point is for the Body of Christ to begin to identify with the homosexual community.  “It is possible to disagree and yet still peacefully listen, learn and dialogue so that something significant can happen for the kingdom.”
  We need to begin understanding why we are not heard, by them or by their friends.  When we invalidate their lifestyle, we are not just preaching against sin.  In their eyes, we are preaching against their existence.  We are telling them that they are fundamentally wrong.  That is why the issue of genetics plays such a huge role.  They would like to pass this perceived flaw in their being to God.  And instead of arguing its validity, we need to hear the heart behind it.  They want acceptance.  They want to be allowed to live.  Perhaps activists in their community will disagree with me, but none of them responded for an interview.  So I will state my case based on the data collected.  The Gay-Agenda in the hearts and minds of every homosexual you are likely to meet is just to be left alone to live life as they see fit.  “The gay agenda is to be fabulous and be left alone.  We're not hurting anyone.  Just let us live how we want to live.”
  And why do they want to be left alone?  Because every interaction to date with the Church that they can remember has brought immeasurable pain.  Put simply, “We cannot continue to live brandished as a homophobic people...It really doesn't matter whether we believe these homophobic perceptions by the GLBT community are fact or fiction.  The truth remains that when it comes to gays and lesbians and evangelical Christianity, perception is reality.”
  Put it this way, so what if you are right?  If the person you are talking to still believes that Christians hate gay people, how do you convince them otherwise?  Argument?  Or maybe by losing the argument, we can work towards winning the soul.

Having a Voice:


I was sitting in Starbucks across a table from a close friend of mine.  He is attracted to men.  He is also a worship leader at his church, and has been active in ministry for as long as I have known him.  “Thank you for letting me talk about this.”
  He loves Jesus and he serves the Lord with every fiber of his being.  And yet there is no room in the Church for his secret.  There is a very short list of people he can talk to without being condemned.  He does not pursue relationships, and is not actively practicing the lifestyle that tempts him daily.  Yet, he is not allowed a voice.  “Not only is it wrong for me to lust, but the object of my lust incorrectly placed.  So the grace of our Lord truly sustains me.  Without it, I am in a dark place.”
  


Weeks later I spoke with a pastor from a denomination which embraces homosexuality as a viable and biblically acceptable lifestyle.  He has a similar struggle.  His denomination is not generally accepted within Christianity.  They are allowed within certain groups as spectators, but they cannot fully participate.  Furthermore, his ministry is not generally accepted either.  There is a meeting near his church where local pastors take turns preaching to a more general, public crowd.  He is not welcome there to share the word.  “As a gay man, I find a lot of the church accepts me, but doesn't fully welcome me.  Our church has a hard time making it to the table at all.  We aren't fully allowed to participate in the conversation.  There seems to be some fear that I am going to proclaim some kind of gay christianity.”


These two men disagree very strongly with one another about an issue that is very close to both of them: homosexuality in the church.  But they also agree about something that is even closer to their hearts: the love of our Lord which has touched their lives countless times.  However among a community of those who love that same Lord, neither of these dear brothers are often accepted as such.    Both of these men have clearly been impacted by the love of Christ, and both are working to see that same impact in the lives of others.  That is the calling of the church, and we need to live up to it.

Appendix: The Interviews

Name:
Participant A  Date of Interview: 6-11-11

How would you identify your religion?  (Christian, Agnostic, Atheist, etc) “My general view is that there is clearly something going on.  I can't look at all this and say it's an accident.  But I don't think we are complex enough to understand it.  Something out there is clearly running [expletive], but I'll never figure out who or what or why.”

How would you describe your relationship to Christians in general, and the church at large?

“For the most part, they leave me alone, and I leave them alone.  Usually, when we interact, we butt heads, so I just avoid the interaction.”

How would you describe your relationship to the Gay community?

“Excellent.  Of course I get along with my peers.  If there is a local march or protest, I'm there.  I'm not active to the extent that I travel around fighting the fight.  But when it intersects my life, I stand up for it.  There will be no gay-bashing in my presence.  That [expletive] is not cool, and I have no problem telling you.”

What group do you associate gay-bashing with?

“Backwood, ignorant rednecks.  I think most Christians are opposed to Fred Phelps and people like him.”

What do you think when you hear 'Gay Agenda'?

“It's 'Militant Republican Propaganda'.  The very concept is a catch-phrase to scare straight people into voting a certain way.  The gay agenda is to be fabulous and be left alone.  We're not hurting anyone.  Just let us live how we want to live.”

What are your thoughts about people who use that type of language?

“There are two types of people that use that language.”

People who are maliciously using it to hurt people on purpose.

People who have heard it and are just repeating what they have heard without any thought.

“Both are ignorant.  They should know better, but it's a hot button issue.  During an election, pushing this type of terminology inflames support from particular types of people: Middle Class White Republicans.  And I know that's stereotyping, but in general it is true.”

Do you believe your perception of Christians would change if their approach to 'the Gay Agenda' changed?  How so?

I don't know that I would notice.  If every Christian in the world suddenly thought it was okay to be gay, that's a great thing, but I wouldn't realize it happened.  I know that's sad, but I just don't really watch the news.

How about on a smaller scale?  Would you be more likely to visit a church or befriend a Christian if you knew they had a more reasonable stance on 'The Gay Agenda'?

Of course.  Example: My grandmother and my mother both think I need to be involved in a church.  My grandma wants me in church because she's worried about my soul.  My mom just wants me to go somewhere, anywhere where I can be around “good people”.  My mom realizes 
that a lot of the bad in my life has come from being around dumb people.  So I understand where she is coming from.  For instance, the GLBT Alcoholics Anonymous was in an Episcopal Church.  I asked about their 'doctrine' and they told me they split from another church because they think women should be allowed to be priests.  That's cool.  The person shouldn't matter, only the message.  A more open minded church would have a better chance of attracting someone like me.  I'm not interested in fire and brimstone.  If they put up a 'Gay safe space' sticker, I would go there.  It's a sticker that says you can come and be gay, and that's okay.  You can show up in drag, and it's okay.”

Name: Participant B Date time of Interview: 6-11-11

How would you identify your religion?  (Christian, Agnostic, Atheist, etc)

“I would identify myself as a follower of Jesus.  The easiest thing would be to say that I'm a Christian, but that terminology has tons of negative baggage.  I prefer to just cut directly to the person my faith is centered around.”

How would you describe your relationship to Christians in general, and the church at large?

“I think I generally get along with most Christians well.  Mostly my disagreements are centered around a particular facet of theology that we disagree over and I don't understand their position.  There is so much that makes up the church, it's really hard to nail down that terminology.  I have seen many things within it that are contrary to the message of Christ.  I don't like that.  However, I have seen the church be a wonderful force for good in the world.  So, I try to navigate my relationship with 'church' somewhere between those two.”

How would you describe your relationship to the Gay community?

“I have numerous acquaintances who are gay.  I feel like those relationships are very high quality.  But, 'gay community' seems like a large section.  My friends that are gay, aren't really a large enough sample for me to characterize my relationship with the entire community.  

What do you think when you hear 'Gay Agenda'?

“What's funny is the first thing that comes to mind is paranoid.  I've heard that terminology used by so many conservative groups to label anything 'pro-gay'.  That's my first response.  But as I think about it, I think it's the gay community trying to find acceptance and equal rights in our country.  They are trying to create an atmosphere where people can find their sexual orientation without fear of persecution.  Since when is it a bad thing for a group to stand up for themselves.  As Christians, we stand up for each other, why is it wrong for them to do the same.”

What are your thoughts about people who use that type of language?

“Like I said, my first thought was it is used by people who are very fearful of what homosexuality represents in their community.  'Agenda' is such a heavy word.  It's very ominous and foreboding.  So it's hard for me to hear that terminology in any kind of positive light.  Honestly, I hope I would never use that to describe anything a gay person or group does or wants to do.  It's the word 'agenda'.  It throws up a red flag for me.  It seems almost predatory.  As if, “this is what they are doing to convert your community or corrupt the gospel”.  There is already enough animosity between the church and the gay community.  Using that type of inflammatory language isn't helping anyone.  It's very alarmist, very panic oriented.”


So unpack alarmist and panic oriented.

“There is so much fear that gay people are trying to convert us.  I feel like its used to warn people.  Look out, there is an enemy who wants to corrupt your values and turn people away from your idea of true.  You need to be afraid of this, and you have to teach your children to be afraid as well.”

Do you believe that the publics perception of Christians would change if their approach to 'the Gay Agenda' changed?  How so?

“I think it would definitely be a step in the right direction.  The churches treatment of the gay community is one of the main hot button issues that we are dealing with.  It's up there with abortion, and being pro-war.  If the church were to adopt communication that was more open with the gay community, that would have to help.  No matter what side you are on, you can present your case in a way that is loving and does not injure anyone involved.  


How do you think Christians should approach this topic?

“First and foremost, we need to allow gay couples and families into our churches.  We should allow them to engage in the same search for truth that we are on.  Even if you say homosexuality is completely wrong, you need grace as much as they do.  I think that the denial of admission to our churches is incredibly harmful.  It robs them of a wonderful opportunity for spiritual growth.  Perhaps if they were allowed on that journey, they would arrive at the conclusion that conservatives want.  Secondly, there is no single simple cause for homosexuality.  The church needs to stop adopting amateur pop psychology.  Not every gay man came from a family with an abusive father and overprotective mother.    We need to take time to listen to each story, without the agenda of conversion.  Get to know them and let them know that they are loved and validated.  Don't try to fit them into a certain mold.  Also, we need to realize that it isn't neat and clean and tidy.  There is a lot of anger in the gay community towards the church.  It takes time to work through that.  It would be natural to be defensive, but we have to resist that and lovingly address each individual as the hands and feet of our Lord.  It's funny, because that's good advice for any issue, but we seem to miss it when it comes to this issue.  


So, as someone who struggles with same sex attraction...how does that affect your faith and 
your walk with Christ?

“I am daily reminded of my need of grace.  The grace of Christ is completely vital for my daily life.  Without it in the forefront of my life, I despair.  I've struggled with this for a long time.  There aren't very many guys who are open about it.  So I get lonely.  Most guys talk about their struggle with pornography, but it's hard because at least their struggle is with an attraction to the right sex.  They can at least entertain the idea of pursuing a relationship with the object of their lust, and perhaps doing so while being righteous.  But according to my understanding of scripture, I have no such option.  Not only is it wrong for me to lust, but the object of my lust incorrectly placed.  So the grace of our Lord truly sustains me.  Without it, I am in a dark place.”


It sounds like you are citizens of both communities.  What is that like?

“I have come to the conclusion that pursuing these attractions is damaging, based on scripture and personal history.  I know where they stem from in me.  So even without scripture, I would know it was wrong for me to pursue that road.  I understand that.  But I also feel the struggle and hurt of rejection in the gay community...the desire of the same pursuit of spiritual discovery without the threat of judgement or persecution.  That is also very real.  I'm cautious to qualify myself as a citizen of that community.  I do not consider myself a gay Christian.  I am a Christian who lives with the reality of same sex attraction.  I have to be at peace with it's reality in my life.  No amount of struggling or thrashing on my part will rid me of these feelings.  It is going to be a healing work of God that brings any sort of resolution to these feelings in me.  So I do not struggle with it.  I live with it's reality.  I struggled for eleven years.  And those eleven years didn't keep me from getting a boner when I see a hot guy.  Struggle seems to imply that you have some ability to navigate your own destiny.  But if I understand scripture, our standing is based on Christ.  If you look at 1st Corinthians, Paul talks about how we can boast in our weaknesses.  It's in those weaknesses that Christ's strength is made clear.  So it seems that Paul is saying I can be joyous, because this is an area where God is glorified.  And to move towards that requires a posture of cease-fire, instead of conflict.  I'd rather be in a place of peace and acceptance about all the issues that I have in my life, instead of feeling like I need to be perpetually armed for conflict and at war with myself.  I think that all revolves around taking Christ at his word, that he is enough...Thank you for letting me talk about this.”

Name:
Participant C
Date time of Interview:  6-13-11

How would you identify your religion?  (Christian, Agnostic, Atheist, etc)

“I was raised Roman Catholic.  But what I consider myself is harder to define.  I try to pull from as many places as I can.  I know a lot of about Christianity and Islam.  I also have trained martial arts for most of my life, so I pull a lot from eastern religion and philosophy.  So I guess I'm an agnostic, in that I'm not a practicing member of any specific religion.  I'm definitely not an atheist.”

How would you describe your relationship to Christians in general, and the church at large?

“I'm on fairly good terms with Christians because I know a fairly good amount about their religion.  So when they reference something, I know where they are coming from.  As for the church at large, that's harder.  I've seen great things from them.  But I've also seen a lot of corruption.   My chief problem is small-mindedness.  We live in a drastically different world today than the world where the Bible was written.”

How would you describe your relationship to the Gay community?

“My parents were very good at preaching tolerance to me at a young age.  So I've never had any animosity towards any group.  I have several gay friends.  They are people.  Of course there are gay people I don't like, but that is a result of their character and not their sexual orientation.”

What do you think of when you hear 'Gay Agenda'?

“That's a good question.  Obviously as a community, they have an agenda: things they want to change that will make their collective lives better.  But I try to observe caution, because some people use that terminology scornfully.  There seems to be an implication that the gay agenda is going to undermine the heterosexual agenda.  As a group, do they have things that they want to achieve?  Of course.  But that shouldn't be a source of fear for anyone outside of their group.”

What are your thoughts about people who use that type of language?

“Like I said, I try to listen with caution.  I feel like it's a loaded term.  Some people use it as a tool to inspire fear or anger, so they can widen that perceived gap between the homosexual community and the heterosexual community.  I would say it's mostly right-wing conservatives.  I am against extremism.  I think this goes back to the issue of close-mindedness.  Their focus is too narrow to actually take in information and process it.  I tend to oppose those people politically.  They have no interest in changing.  It's as if to say “I'm on this side of the issue, and nothing you can say could ever persuade me.”

Do you believe your perception of Christians would change if their approach to 'the Gay Agenda' changed?  How so?

“I think if Christians became more tolerant and stopped fighting the homosexual community so much, I would have more respect for them.  Not only for individual Christians, but also the structure of the church itself.”

Name:
Participant D  Date time of Interview: 6-14-11

How would you identify your religion?  (Christian, Agnostic, Atheist, etc)

“Agnostic.  I was raised Episcopalian, then Catholic.  I really identified with Catholicism for awhile, then I went to a non-denominational church.  Now I'm an agnostic.  That's mainly because I had questions, and no one seemed to have answers.”

How would you describe your relationship to Christians in general, and the church at large?

“I really identify with Ghandi when he said I like your Christ, but your Christians are nothing like him.  Some groups have been great.  Some groups are very accepting.  But other seemed to be obsessed with telling everyone how wrong they are, and why they are going to hell.  Basically, I tend to like about 15% of Christians, and most of them are at one church.”

Tell me about that church.

“I went on a missions trip with them to Nicaragua, and I didn't go because I love Jesus.  I went because I wanted to help people.  And they were completely okay with that.  I was talking with the pastor once about how I'm not a Christian.  He wasn't forceful or anything.  He was just a friend to me.  He actually reacted very strongly against the people who felt it necessary to tell me I'm going to hell.”

Tell me about your experience with New Horizons.

“I was involved in Crew.  While there, the pastor gave and altar call, and I 'got saved'.  And that transformed me into a terrible person.”

Do you think that was a direct result of that church?

“Well, it seems like they are only interested in hearing themselves talk.  They aren't interested in your experiences unless they are the same as theirs.”

How would you describe your relationship to the Gay community?

“I have friends who are homosexual.  I don't seek them out, but I don't care.  I'm indifferent.”

What do you think when you hear 'Gay Agenda'?

“I have never heard that.  I didn't realize they had one.  I don't think they do.”

What are your thoughts about people who use that type of language?

“I know the people who would use that type of language, and I greatly disagree with just about everything that they say.  I think it's very ignorant and close-minded.  Perhaps if they would just listen to people, they would round out their ideals.”

Do you believe your perception of Christians would change if their approach to 'the Gay Agenda' changed?  How so?

“I think if they changed their approach to that issue, then they would also likely change their views on a lot of other issues.  I think it might result in less people telling me I'm going to hell, and that's always a plus.”

Name:
Participant E
Date time of Interview: 6-14-11

How would you identify your religion?  (Christian, Agnostic, Atheist, etc)

“Lets redeem the word Christian.  I follow God actively.”

How would you describe your relationship to Christians in general, and the church at large?

“Connected.  Family oriented, and very close.”

How would you describe your relationship to the Gay community?

“Awesome.  Open, loving the people.  They aren't any different.”

What do you think when you hear 'Gay Agenda'?

“I didn't know that Gay's had an agenda they were trying to achieve.

What are your thoughts about people who use that type of language?

“I haven't experienced it, so I'm not sure.  I don't really watch TV.”

Do you believe your perception of Christians would change if their approach to 'the Gay Agenda' changed?  How so?

“I think that would result in a lot of growth for Christianity.  That term 'Christian' has been taken through the mud, and it needs to be redeemed.  If we learned to love people, then I think that would go a long way towards redeeming that term back to what the Bible wants it to be.”

Name:
Participant F  Date time of Interview: 6-16-11

How would you identify your religion?  (Christian, Agnostic, Atheist, etc)

“Atheist.”

How would you describe your relationship to Christians in general, and the church at large?

“I would say in general I have a negative view towards both.  That's not the case for all Christians.  Mostly I don't get along well with evangelical nutjobs.  Overall the view is not positive.”

How would you describe your relationship to the Gay community?

“I would say that I don't have a ton of gay friends, but that's not a symptom of me not liking gays.  It's just a coincidence.  It's the same as having a black or white friend.  It doesn't change anything.”

What do you think when you hear 'Gay Agenda'?

“To me the gay agenda...they have an agenda.  But it's much less nefarious.  It's like the black agenda which is the be treated as humans.”

What are your thoughts about people who use that type of language?

“Unless it's a gay person, then it's probably someone who doesn't understand gay life or what its like to be gay.  I tend to brace for a frustrating conversation when I hear that terminology.”

Do you believe your perception of Christians would change if their approach to 'the Gay Agenda' changed?  How so?

“Maybe.  I have a lot of problems with Christianity at large.  But it would change based on that.  I wouldn't become a Christian because of it, but it would change.”

Lets discuss your other problems.

“I feel like based on what I know Christians don't line up with the word of God.  They spend all their time trying to stop things they disagree with.  They don't spend their time trying to feed the hungry or help people.  If a Christian came up to me and said 'Lets end world hunger', I'd be down.  But Christians seem more concerned with making people not gay.”

So would it be fair to say that a more compassionate approach to the issue of homosexuality would be a big step towards the church being a good thing in your mind?

“Yes...that attitude applied towards a bunch of things would go along way towards the church being a good thing.”

So do you disagree more with the beliefs of Christianity or the practice of it?

“Definitely the practice.”

Lets say I started a church tomorrow that was completely open to everyone to attend, and welcomed everyone as they are, would you attend?

“Maybe.  I don't know if I would attend.  But I would consider it, which is more than I can say about any other church anywhere.”

What would you think about that church, if they still believed that homosexuality was 'wrong' but they were open to gay people attending?

“I think that would be okay.  Because as a church, there are going to be things you should and shouldn't do.  And if that church believes homosexuality is wrong, then that's fine.  What matters is that they are open to and okay with gay people being a part of their church.  However, I think it would be a struggle for the church members to keep it that way.  You are always going to have people that will make that difficult.  I could see a pastor welcoming gay people, but church members condemning them.  I guess my problem is a lot of churches have missed the point.  When you boil down the Bible, Jesus wants us to be loving, life a good life, and help people.  To see churches that are narrowing it down to eradicating homosexuality...even if the Bible says that, it's not why the Bible was written.  If the Bible says there are thirty wrong things to do and homosexuality is one of them, maybe we should focus on a few of the others too.  If a church is doing a ridiculous amount of ministry and they are really helping people everywhere, then I don't mind as much when they say homosexuality is wrong.  But if the goal of your ministry to is the single it out...I don't want to hear it.  I'm an atheist, and I donate blood every sixty days, which is as often as doctors will let you.  I volunteer with Habitat for Humanity and Ronald McDonald house.  I already do more ministry than most Christians.  If I found a church that welcomed someone like me, I might go there.  If they said, 'You know this guy might not believe everything we do, but he wants to help people and we can all do that together', that would really influence me.  I'm not saying I would convert, but I'd be more open to the conversation than when I drive by a church that has huge plastic signs condemning gay marriage.  I don't feel like they would welcome me...or Jesus for that matter.”

So, I am very much a Christian, and yet, still very much your friend.  Why exactly do you think our friendship works, in spite of the fact that you don't tend to like Christians?

“Because the dialogue that we have about Christianity is never you forcing me to see your side.  When I ask you something, you give me your point of view, but allow me to be me.  When I say something that you disagree with, you express your disagreement in a way that allows me to be myself.  When I talk with other people, the dialogue isn't open.  They aren't open to seeing things from my perspective.  Now I'm not trying to convert people, but people aren't usually willing to try to understand why I believe what I believe.  They just want me to know how wrong I am.  You listen to what I have to say, and if you disagree, you explain your side.  There isn't a requirement to change.  Also the fact that you don't pressure me to believe what you believe leaves me room to consider things for myself.  In the past that has at times led to me eventually agreeing with you.”

Name:
Participant G   Date time of Interview: 6-16-11

How would you identify your religion?  (Christian, Agnostic, Atheist, etc)

“Christian.”

How would you describe your relationship to Christians in general, and the church at large?

“At times complicated, but generally always positive.  I consider myself an intellectual.  It's difficult to relate with Christians who don't take an intellectual approach.  That sometimes leads to a feeling of disconnect.  I don't get along with a lot of Christians or churches, but I have high standards for them.  I think they should avoid 'hyper-spirituality' or being very showy.  I think churches should be founded on the Word of God, and they shouldn't rely on anything else to manipulate how other people relate to God or each other.”

How would you describe your relationship to the Gay community?

“Non-existent.  I don't really know any homosexuals.  I'm in the military, so no one really talks about it.  So I'm not avoiding them, but no one is 'out'.  I've had homosexual friends, so I'm not opposed to that, but I don't currently have any gay friends.”

What do you think when you hear 'Gay Agenda'?

“Conspiracy Theory would be the first thing that comes to my mind.  It sounds like a right-wing device used to try to scare people to think the homosexual community is organized and actively pursuing a malevolent agenda.  I think most normal people realize that homosexual's are just trying to get equal rights as humans.  'Gay Agenda' makes it sound more like a secretive meeting to accomplish some nefarious goal.”

What are your thoughts about people who use that type of language?

“Generally if I ever heard someone use that language I would think they must be ignorant.  They may not understand or may not have thought things through.  They probably just heard it from someone and they are now using it without really knowing what they are talking about.  If the situation provided it, I would try to talk to them and understand where they are coming from.”

Do you believe the public perception of Christians would change if their approach to 'the Gay Agenda' changed?  How so?

“Yes, but marginally.  I think the perception that people hold is a symptom of a larger problem.  They see Christians as divisive people who hate anyone who disagree's with them.”

So, as someone who struggles with same sex attraction...how does that affect your faith and your walk with Christ?

“In a strange way, I have always view it as a personal problem.  A lot of people view it as some kind of curse.  Everyone has problems, this is my problem.  At the same time, it makes me scared.  I can't deny it's existence or how I feel.  I also can't deny what the Bible says about it.  It's an inward tension.  Part of me wants to just fully embrace it and clear the air.  The other part of me wishes it would all just go away.  In relation to God, I think I've divorced the two.  I don't want to blame him or make it his fault.  I wonder sometimes if I caused it myself.  But I don't blame God.  Sometimes it makes it difficult when you want to be closer to God, but you have something inside of you...like a built in wall...that is keeping you away.”

How do you think Christians should approach this topic?

“I think they should stop caring so much.  People seem to take a single issue and draw it out and blow it up and make it more of an issue than it is.  It tends to inflame the situation, causing the other side to react more strongly.  I think everyone understands the 'Christian' perspective.  We need to move past our campaign.  If a Christian admits to struggling with this, then the church can deal with that individually.  But on a large scale, Christians need to stop thinking that non-Christians are listening.”

Lets say I started a church tomorrow that was completely open for everyone to attend, and welcomed everyone as they are.  What would you think about that church, if they still believed that homosexuality was 'wrong' but they were open to gay people attending?

“That would be great.  That should be the approach that most people have.  If you want someone to change, that's how you should do it.  A gay person knows the 'Christian' perspective.  They don't want to go to church because they know they won't be accepted as they are.  When I started going church, I told them I was gay.  They made their stance clear, but they also made it clear that they loved me and wanted me to stay.  It was their love that kept me in church.  It was the Holy Spirit that told me that being gay was wrong.”

Name:
Participant H  Date time of Interview: 6-19-11

How would you identify your religion?  (Christian, Agnostic, Atheist, etc)

“That's a hard question.  I lean more towards agnostic.  I think there is something, but I don't know what it is.  I think that the inherent core values of all religions are very similar, and they are basically good ideas for life.”

How would you describe your relationship to Christians in general, and the church at large?

“I don't want to sound like an ass.  The majority of people I know who are Christians are huge hypocrites.  They are very judgmental of those who don't agree with them.  The church at large is also very frustrating.  It seems like there are lots of things that are taken out of context and used solely for the purpose of telling other people how wrong they are.  I find that Christians tend to be very pushy.”

How would you describe your relationship to the Gay community?

“I am extremely liberal in that regard.  I don't like being judgmental.  I think they are people too.  So they deserve to be able to get married and adopt, just like 'normal' people.  A person is a person regardless of sexual preference.”

What do you think when you hear 'Gay Agenda'?

“It sounds very angry.  It sounds maniacal.  It portrays the gay community as a group who is out to get everyone else.  Like they are crusading to convert the world to their lifestyle.”

What are your thoughts about people who use that type of language?

“I feel like it's almost a sign of ignorance.  People who use that language probably don't know any gay people.  It sounds like they are on the defensive towards people in the gay community.  'Agenda' doesn't seem to ever be used in a positive light.  There is no psychopath agenda.  Individual psychopaths act individually, but somehow gay people are a sinister collective with a unified agenda.  I think it is unfair to generalize an entire population of people.”

Do you believe your perception of Christians would change if their approach to 'the Gay Agenda' changed?  How so?

“Yes.  I think that while I still may not 'be a christian', I think the people overall would be better people if they were more accepting towards gay people.  Not being open to that group is keeping you from potentially awesome experiences with fantastic people.  It's contrary to the Christian message as I understand it.  Christians are supposed to love their fellow man.  Alienating one particular group prevents you from aligning yourself with the core values and performing the principal duties of your faith.”

Lets say I started a church tomorrow that was completely open to everyone to attend, and welcomed everyone as they are.  What would you think about that church, if they still believed that homosexuality was 'wrong' but they were open to gay people attending?

“Wouldn't their be an underlying judgement?  I think it would be fantastic to accept anyone as they are.  But I think the difficulty would be dealing with expressing that openness while still holding to the belief that homosexuality is wrong.  Homosexual's might have a hard time really feeling accepted in that situation.  But honestly, if there was a church like that in this area, I would go at least a few times to see what it was like.  It seems to me that would be the ideal church.  That is what church is supposed to be.”

Name:
Participant I  Date time of Interview: 6-20-11

How would you identify your religion?  (Christian, Agnostic, Atheist, etc)

“I was raised Roman Catholic.  I don't know if my religion is even definable.  Lots of things have common points.  I think something is definitely out there.  So unique would be the answer.”

How would you describe your relationship to Christians in general, and the church at large?

“So I understand everyones viewpoints.  But I have been around a lot of Christians and churches that are super closed off.  I am very turned off by people who are completely shut off to people who disagree with them.  I've had really bad experiences with different people from different perspectives looking down on people just because they didn't agree.”

How would you describe your relationship to the Gay community?

“I have known a shitload of gay people.  A lot of them were friends.  I don't give them a hard time.  I think it's a shame when people give them a hard time.  I've had people think I was gay.  I seriously don't understand where they are coming from.  But it's fine with me.  I think they should be treated more fairly in this country.”

What do you think when you hear 'Gay Agenda'?

“That's retarded.  Gay is not a political party.  Maybe it would be different if they were.”

What are your thoughts about people who use that type of language?

“They want to say something else.  They are basically comparing Gay people to Nazi Germany.  Nazi's had an agenda.”

Do you believe your perception of Christians would change if their approach to 'the Gay Agenda' changed?  How so?

“It's hard to answer that question.  There are so many churches and so many Christians...it's hard to say.”

Lets say I started a church tomorrow that was completely open to everyone to attend, and welcomed everyone as they are.  What would you think about that church, if they still believed that homosexuality was 'wrong' but they were open to gay people attending?

“I'd think it's a better start than most of the other ones are off to.  It seems like churches aren't open to sinners.”

Name:
Participant J   Date time of Interview: 6-21-11

How would you identify your religion?  (Christian, Agnostic, Atheist, etc)

“I'm Christian.  That's the short answer.  Within my Christianity I am informed by a lot of religious strains.  That includes an eclectic interest in lots of other faiths and practices that have informed my Christian spirituality.  Buddhisms meditation, Judaisms understanding of the Torah, Native American Shamanism.  As it turns out Shamans were very related with people we might identify as Gay.”

How would you describe your relationship to Christians in general, and the church at large?

“It's interesting to approach that from a variety of angles.  I would say I have a healthy relationship with Christians, particularly when there is room for conversation and theological dialogue.  I am fascinated by what makes us Christian.  To me it's Jesus.  It's the life he led, that he wants us to lead.  For me that's very practical, and not dogmatic.  He seemed to counter dogmatism.  The Pharissee's were so dogmatic, they has lost touch with love.  As a gay man, I find a lot of the church accepts me, but doesn't fully welcome me.  Our church has a hard time making it to the table at all.  We aren't fully allowed to participate in the conversation.  There seems to be some fear that I am going to proclaim some kind of gay christianity.”

How would you describe your relationship to the Gay community?

“I'm part of it.  I identify as gay, and the gay community is in many ways home for me.  But I don't exclusively live my life in that community.  I have a lot of friends that are heterosexual.  I find a lot of my deeper friendships are heterosexual.  Within our church, we are consistently trying to figure out how to welcome all families in all forms.  As a pastor of this church, I think I might be seen as a leader of sorts in the Gay Community.”

What would say is the makeup of your church?

“We are all across the spectrum.  We have representatives from all orientations.  I would say we are probably primarily lesbian, followed by gay men.  But recently I've seen more heterosexuals coming in because they like the welcoming atmosphere.”

What do you think when you hear 'Gay Agenda'?

“My first reaction is that everyone has an agenda.  We may not call it that, but it is.  So when I hear that, I hear people that want to be honored and valued in the wholeness of who we are, which is a basic human.  For me it boils down to we are created in God's image, and when he created he said 'it is good'.  In christianity I see us as beloved and God as the lover.  Unfortunately, many people have never been able to experience that type of relationship.”

What are your thoughts about people who use that type of language?

“I think a lot of what happens is people use spin terms to scapegoat.  They are not interested in getting to the heart of the conversation, they just want to provoke fear.  The whole notion that the gay agenda is to destroy marriage is absurd.  It's a classic example of scapegoating heterosexual marital problems on to the gay community.  So it boils down to the heart of the issue, which is: what is the gay agenda?  It's equality and equal rights.”

Do you believe your perception of Christians would change if their approach to 'the Gay Agenda' changed?  How so?

“I think public perception would change if Christians weren't so polarizing.  Some of this comes from a dogmatic/doctrinal approach, saying 'we have the right way'.  Look at how many denominations say that.  I think public perception of us is marred because they don't see us as getting along with one another.  I think churches and christians should work together regardless of their differences.  Honestly, we should be open to working with other religions as well.  We should focus more on our common ground, and less on our differences.”

Name:Participant K   Date time of Interview: 6-23-11

How would you identify your religion?  (Christian, Agnostic, Atheist, etc)

“I've never put myself in a category.  I believe there might be a higher power, but I don't think he is controlling anything.  I think it's more like a watchmaker who wound a clock and is now just watching it run it's course.”

How would you describe your relationship to Christians in general, and the church at large?

“A lot of my friends are christians, but we don't really talk about it.  I used to go to church, but I stopped.  Church is a good idea, because they help a lot of people.”

How would you describe your relationship to the Gay community?

“Actually I don't really have any gay friends.  I haven't really been to any gay clubs or anything.  I think i'm pretty different from most gay people.  I guess everyone thinks that, but I don't really want to go out and do stuff.  I just want to stay at home and play video games.”

What do you think when you hear 'Gay Agenda'?

“I feel like when you use words like that it's politicians trying to get control.  However they use it they are trying to use it to gain support.  I'm not an activist, I don't know if I even want to get married.  I guess it doesn't really affect me so I don't really care.”

What are your thoughts about people who use that type of language?

“I guess I don't have much of an opinion.  They are just trying to do what they think is right.  I don't really watch the news, though.”

Do you believe your perception of Christians would change if their approach to 'the Gay Agenda' changed?  How so?

“I guess it depends on how different it would be.  Even if the Pope decided it was okay, and he speaks for everyone...there would still be people who disagreed.  I guess it would make it easier to talk about it.”

With the Pope, do you know that there are other groups of Christianity that don't fall under his authority?

“Yeah, I was just using him as an example.  He speaks for a large group.”

Lets say I started a church tomorrow that was completely open to everyone to attend, and welcomed everyone as they are, would you attend?

“I'm not really interested in going to church at all.  Old church ladies might be the meanest people on the planet.  I wait tables, and the worst part of being a waiter is waiting tables on Sunday morning.  These old ladies have done their good dead for the day, and now they feel perfectly comfortable with being a total bitch to their server.  I think if I wanted to go to church or something like that I would probably just read the Bible and stay at home.”

How would you feel about the church if it was free of those types of people?

“Well what would they do with the Bible?  There are a lot of things in the Bible that aren't comfortable.  They can't just get rid of that stuff.  But I guess if I was going to pick a church, I would prefer going to a church like that.”

What would you think about that church, if they still believed that homosexuality was 'wrong' but they were open to gay people attending?

“I feel like it would still be in the back of my mind.  I would have a hard time getting past the idea that they were being nice to my face, but behind my back they thought I was going to hell.”

Name:
Participant L    Date time of Interview:  6/26/11

How would you identify your religion?  (Christian, Agnostic, Atheist, etc)

“I would say that I have a relationship with Jesus and I believe that a relationship with God comes through Jesus and his ministry.”

How would you describe your relationship to Christians in general, and the church at large?

“Affectionately dissatisfied.  I love them but I am annoyed with them.  Many that self-identify as 'christian' aren't really.  Mormons for instance.”

How would you describe your relationship to the Gay community?

“That's tough.  Several good friendships with people who identify as gay or who struggle with that issue.  I love them and my goal with them is to try and feel what they feel.  I'm not at all frustrated with them.  I think they need love, I'm compassionate towards them.”

What do you think when you hear 'Gay Agenda'?

“Political moves of a political entity.  It's not feelings or desires of individuals.”

What are your thoughts about people who use that type of language?

“Sympathetic.  I can understand it.  They are taking something that exists, ie people want to achieve something on behalf of the homosexual community.  But sometimes I am frustrated by it.”

Do you believe the public perception of Christians would change if their approach to 'the Gay Agenda' changed?  How so?

“No, but it would help.  It would be one of many issues.  It's like like 'Footloose'.  No drinking or dancing.  We need to reassess how we approach these issues.  On an individual level, it's a huge change because if I am loving individuals on a personal level, they are going to be way more open to listen to anything I have to say about the gospel.  But on a corporate level, it's like turning a battleship.”

Lets say I started a church tomorrow that was completely open to everyone to attend, and welcomed everyone as they are.  What would you think about that church, if they still believed that homosexuality was 'wrong' but they were open to gay people attending?

“That's how it should be.  But unfortunately it probably wouldn't work.  Because most of the people in  church wouldn't accept them.  What we have to do is change the way our people live.  If we disciple them to live the gospel in their real lives, then they will accept people in their real lives.  This church is not about bringing people into our church.  We are about bringing people into the kingdom.  If that happens in a bar, praise God.”

Name:
Participants M and N  Date time of Interview: 6/27/11

How would you identify your religion?  (Christian, Agnostic, Atheist, etc)

“Christian.”

How would you describe your relationship to Christians in general, and the church at large?

M: “Good and good.  As far as the church at large, basically as long as they preach the gospel, I don't care about distinctives.”

N: “Good answer.”

How would you describe your relationship to the Gay community?

N: “I don't really know anyone.  I have a few cousins, but they don't live here.”

M: “I've ministered to a few kids who struggled with that over the years.  So outside of that, I don't have much experience with that group.”

What do you think when you hear 'Gay Agenda'?

M: “When I first hear it think of political things.  Like people who are just trying to push what they want and believe.”
N: “One of the things I think of is in the late 80's you would have pictures of two guys kissing.  At that time, people would be a little shocked by that.  The point of putting up the pictures was to get people comfortable with those images.  So you put out the most shocking thing that can be tolerated, so that the public adjusts.  Then once that image or idea is accepted, you step it up a notch.  So I think it's an attempt to desensitize the public, and try to influence them towards the 'normality' of that lifestyle.  On a related note, it seems that 'homophobic' has become a catch-all term to describe anyone who opposes the homosexual lifestyle.  Just because I don't agree with the lifestyle, doesn't mean I am afraid of or hate those people.”

Do you believe the public perception of Christians would change if their approach to homosexuality changed?  How so?

N: “To be honest, no.  I don't think that societal rejection of Christianity is about our position of a social issue.  I think they oppose us because we love Christ and we won't compromise on that.”

M: “No.  When I think about that, we are in a spiritual battle.  There will always be enmity between the Church and the people outside of it.  Now of course the whole, 'Jesus is coming back on this specific day' doesn't help.  And Fred Phelps is just an idiot.”

N: “I think what happens is this whole thing of 'homosexual rights'.  It started in the 80's when people started calling them 'minorities' because minorities get rights.  I don't think it's that Christians don't want gay people to have rights.  But it's been co-opted by politics to say 'Christians oppose gay rights.'  So we don't need to focus on their rights, we need to focus on them and letting them know that they are loved.  We need to get them to Jesus.”

M: “I don't even approach these issues unless it's a ministry issue.  I don't really know anyone this affects, so it's just not on my mind.  But if I am ministering to someone, then that changes.  That's when I share Christ.”

N:  “Can they attend our church?  Absolutely.  And we aren't sharing Christ with them because they are gay.  We share Christ, because he is what they need.  He is what everyone needs.”

M:  “We aren't going to be in a place where we change our beliefs or actions to make other people comfortable.  If a gay couple wants to attend, they are welcome.  But we aren't changing our message to make them comfortable.  The Bible offends everyone.  If offends me.  But that's because we all need correction.  The truth I know can heal.  The kids that I know who have approached me with this issue haven't asked for my approval.  They approach me because they want help with something that they want to change.  So I don't want to change my beliefs, because I know those beliefs can help.”

N:  “It's like when I was in college.  Professors were fine with my faith if I agreed with them.”

How do you think Christians should approach this topic?

N:  “Love them.  I don't know where this became difficult.  It became something political, and we've forgotten that we are dealing with people.  There is no face, there is no love.  I am called to love people.”

M:  “I think that is the foundation for a church to do real ministry: love people.  That said, the Lord certainly appoints certain churches and certain people to deal with particular issues.  XXX Church is a great example.  Not everyone has that ministry.  But each church needs to be able to address the issue of sin.  Homosexuality is a sin, and if we are better equipped to deal with sin and guilt and shame...we will be able to address homosexuality.  Sins like homosexuality have root issues.  Learning to identify and address those issues applies to sin in general, not just homosexuality.”

Name:
Participant O  Date time of Interview:  7/4/11

How would you identify your religion?  (Christian, Agnostic, Atheist, etc)

“Agnostic, leaning towards atheist.”

How would you describe your relationship to Christians in general, and the church at large?

“I try not to judge people by that, because I don't want to be judged.  I have a lot of friends that are different brands of Christian.  But I am also very selective of the religious people I let in my life.  I don't want to be judged.  I don't want to be around people that are always telling me that I'm wrong and that I'm going to hell.  I am definitely able to connect more easily with liberal Christians or more open minded Christians.  I stopped enjoying church about a year into Bible college, and since then I haven't really went to a church because I wanted to.”

How would you describe your relationship to the Gay community?

“There's not a huge open gay community in Idaho.  But it's not an issue with the friends I have, just like it's not an issue to them that I'm straight.  When one of my friends came out, he wasn't accepted.  That really was a turning point in my faith.  He was being honest, and no one could accept his honesty.  That was really difficult to deal with.”

What do you think when you hear 'Gay Agenda'?

“The conservative view that the gays are trying to take over the world?  Yeah, I've heard of that.  Any social or political group that is fighting for a right or freedom will be looked at by the other side as having an agenda to convert everyone to their viewpoint.  In reality, I think the real gay agenda is just to have the same rights as us.  It seems innately derogatory.  If you couldn't marry who you loved, you would have an 'agenda' too.”  

What are your thoughts about people who use that type of language?

“They probably don't know people on a personal level who are gay, who are trying to get married to who they love.”

Do you believe the public perception of Christians would change if their approach to homosexuality changed?  How so?

“Hell yeah.  I think most churches that have already started supporting the homosexual community are definitely viewed more positively.  You don't have to be a certain way for Jesus to love or accept you, and that's not true in all churches.”

Lets say I started a church tomorrow that was completely open to everyone to attend, and welcomed everyone as they are.  What would you think about that church, if they still believed that homosexuality was 'wrong' but they were open to gay people attending?

“I don't think homosexuality is a character issue.”

Name:
Participant P   Date time of Interview:  7/13/11

How would you identify your religion?  (Christian, Agnostic, Atheist, etc)

“Christian.”

How would you describe your relationship to Christians in general, and the church at large?

“Christians in general: as a pastor you have an interesting dichotomy.  You love people and you love Christ.  So you want to encourage people in their walk.  So I always want to encourage people to be stretched.  But we see a lot of complacency in church.  It's like a river, you get in a river and you are going to go somewhere.  You get in a lake, and you sit in the same spot mostly.  So I have a good relationship with some, and I'm at odds with others.  If there is a place where I struggle, it's with the really religious ones.  I think we've settled into being comfortable Christians.  We can live whatever type of life we want, as long as we love Jesus.”

How would you describe your relationship to the Gay community?

“Here in Christiansburg I would say non-existent.  I am not even aware of one locally.  Previously I have had great relationships with them.  One thing that will come out here is that my brother decided he was gay.  We grew up Mormon, and he even went on a mission.  I have worked in industry with many gay people and we were friends.  We got along really well.  The insight with my brother gave me a good insight on how most guys end up choosing to be gay.  He died of cancer twelve years ago.  He had melanoma.  My relationship with him showed me some spiritual holes which that lifestyle doesn't fill.”

What do you think when you hear 'Gay Agenda'?

“Oh.  I think it's totally political.  The agenda is to move a group forward.  So it's very political.  They claim, 'this is like the civil rights movement'.  By the way, Mark, my brother hated the gay agenda.  He just wanted to be normal.  He wasn't a part of any marches or anything.  Even among their community there are many who have no interest in activism.  This is a singular event, there has always been a gay community, but never a struggle towards 'gay rights'.”

What are your thoughts about people who use that type of language?

“I think it's very focused on driving the idea that we have this whole world that works except for gay people, so we should just incorporate them.  It's similar to black liberation theology or extreme feminism that reacts so strongly against something that it becomes bigoted towards it's perceived persecutors.  I used to tell my brother to give his life to God.  If God created him that way, there is no risk.  If not, God will enable him to change.  So there is no risk.  You know, I don't think I've ever met an old happy gay person.  They are always lacking something.  They feel like they are on the outside, and their agenda is to force their way into 'normality'.  The only thing that designates someone as 'gay' is who they have sex with.  A celibate gay person is an oxymoron.”

Do you believe the public perception of Christians would change if their approach to homosexuality changed?  How so?

“Absolutely I do.  We have a reputation as a community of believers as being judgmental and bigoted which really flies with that community.  Would we kick out a couple that were living together?  But when it comes to THAT sin...we have no tolerance.  Jesus hung out with everyone.  He healed pagans.  If we are asking people to clean up before they come to Jesus, we are NOT BIBLICAL.  I think a good picture is the healing of the man with the withered hand on the sabbath.  He was a second class citizen, who was forced into segregation.  He was 'unclean'.  But Jesus healed him anyway.”

What would you think about church, if they still believed that homosexuality was 'wrong' but they were open to gay people attending?

“I think that's the same as asking, 'Will you allow sinners in your church?'.  If you say 'no', then you should close your church.  40% of the church uses pornography, male AND female.  70% of church is medicated.  In a church like that, I would be concerned about compromising the gospel message.  We want to welcome them, but not pander to them.  'Is homosexuality a sin?'  Well, I would say that sexual immorality is a sin.  Homosexuality is not special.  It is unnatural, but so is cheating on your wife.”

Name:
Participant Q  Date time of Interview:  7/20/11

How would you identify your religion?  (Christian, Agnostic, Atheist, etc)

“Christian, protestant evangelical.”

How would you describe your relationship to Christians in general, and the church at large?

“I have a core group of christian friends that are my support network, but I haven't spent a lot of time in the Christian bubble.  I spent about 10-12 years outside of the Christian community.  During my time at seminary I was immersed in it.  So I really like it, but I recognize the shortcomings.  Typically about 2 years after conversion people usually don't have any friends outside of Christianity.  As for the church at large, I'm working on being licensed, so I will be serving the church for the rest of my life.”

How would you describe your relationship to the Gay community?

“As a heterosexual male I find it odd that I am welcomed and accepted into that community.  Obviously I can't relate to their struggles.  I feel welcomed into the community as an outsider.”

What do you think when you hear 'Gay Agenda'?

“I think of conservative Christians freaking out and using that language.  I don't think a formal gay agenda exists.  I think that is fear based language that is created because they are afraid of 'the other'.  If there was a 'gay agenda' it would be the human agenda that strives for acceptance and love in a community.”

What are your thoughts about people who use that type of language?

“It comes out of a fear, and not knowing the interests or goals of the other.  It's like how not all muslim's are terrorists, but it's easy for us to see things that way.  It's not always hateful, but it is definitely ignorant.”

Do you believe the public perception of Christians would change if their approach to homosexuality changed?  How so?

“Absolutely.  I don't think that we necessarily need to all change our theological stance.  But the manner in which we treat them has to change.  We don't allow freedom in Christ.  A lot of the outside perspective would be 'finally, what took you so long'.”

How do you think the church should handle this issue?

“Homosexuality is not an issue.  It's people.  God created all people, and he called us all good...very good actually.  When we don't know people in that community, we tend to demonize them.  I can't understand systemic racism until I am in relationship with people who experience that.  Another thing I think we need to do is apologize and repent for the mistreatment.  I've done that to people I've offended in the past, and they are always really surprised.  We have to understand that the oppression and hate that has happened towards the GLBT community has been done in the name of Christ.  In the Old Testament the lame, poor and cripple weren't allowed in God's presence.  In Christ, that changes because he goes and eats with them.  Also, this is a touchy subject, so we really need to do our homework.  Read things on both sides.  Also, we could go to more gay events.  Go to more gay churches.  Just like you would with any other topic.  Learn to care about what the LGBT community cares about.  Churches on a broader scale need to evaluate who can belong to their church.  If belonging is contingent upon behavior, then that isn't a Christian church.”

How do we 'agree to disagree'?  Can that work?

“When most Christians hear 'gay' they think of the sexual act.  But gay just means that you are attracted the same sex.  I have friends who are openly gay, and are more sexually pure than I am.  Our standards need to be equal.  It's unfair if you are gay, because we require celibacy.  But if you are heterosexual, we don't confront you on sleeping with your girlfriend.  As Christians we need to strive for holiness in every regard.  Paul seems to indicate celibacy is a gift.  Paul says it is better to be married than to burn with lust.  But even though it is a gift, we require it of the entire gay community.  If we require that, the church has to be such an incredible community that people have their needs met.  But also, Christianity should not weaken their standards.  All sexuality is not acceptable.  Here's an example, my denomination practices both infant and adult baptism.  Reason being that our priority is ecclesiological unity over sacramental truth.  We are about people, not positions.  It's easier to divide over issues like this.  But I think our church needs to pull together.  I think that's the beauty of the church.  I sit in a pew beside someone I shouldn't really get along with, but because of the Christ we are together.  And people might say that baptism is a sacrament and homosexuality is a sin.  But look at the first century.  People were requiring a huge lifestyle change for gentiles, requiring them to be Jews.  But the disciples said, “Hey, the Holy Spirit is being poured out here.  We can't require them to do something that God isn't requiring of them.”  We are offended at how merciful God is.  We want God to judge others, not forgive.  It's like Jonah, he wanted Nineveh to be judged.  But God wanted to forgive.  We need to be as him and give grace.”
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