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This author and his book have been rightly praised, even by those who disagree with him, for modeling civility in discussion of a volatile subject. I add my gratitude for his careful effort to be fair, open, and even-handed.  He is generally very good at clarifying options, fair in describing other’s positions, and balanced in offering several models of approach.  His theological and hermeneutical principles usually would apply equally well for people on opposing sides.  

Grenz correctly states that “in the end, the controversy over homosexuality involves our understanding of humanness” (pg. 32-33).  It is his prescriptive understanding of humanness that I want to explore.  His defense of the traditional position on homosexuality reads uncomfortably like earlier defenses of traditional positions that denied full humanness to African-Americans and women.

I have found it difficult to understand how Paul’s injunction in Romans 1 against idolatrous use of sex could be applied to god-fearing, devout gay or lesbian persons living in faithful, monogamous relationships.  Grenz has given an answer.  He quotes with favor authors who state that subversion of the natural order of male-female sexual relationships is by definition idolatry.  To violate the natural order is an “idolatrous affront” to the deity (pg. 45).  He seems insensitive to the fact that African-Americans and women were also deemed not fully human on arguments derived from what society defined as the natural order.

While stating that “the jury is still out” (pg. 117) on the cause of homosexuality, Grenz consistently misuses social constructivist theory to allege that homosexuality cannot be “a fixed, life-long, unchanging given of a person’s life” (pg. xi).  He insists that “some element of personal choice” must be involved (p. 117).  He never applies the same criterion to heterosexuality.  Nor does he deal with the abundant anecdotal evidence from gay and lesbian people who wanted to change and did everything possible short of suicide to conform to the social expectations of the majority society.  For Grenz, to be fully human is apparently to be heterosexual.  To be homosexual is a willed deviance from the norm.

The difference between Grenz’s description and his prescription is evident in his discussion of whether sex is central to personhood.  He decries equating sexual orientation with personhood when done by homosexuals (pg. 124) but proclaims that “our sexuality is central to our essential personhood” (pg. 140) to justify the exclusive value of heterosexual union. 

Grenz’s central argument is not based on theology but on his understanding of what is natural.  In his final chapter, Grenz creates a series of artificial distinctions that make true sexual intercourse between homosexual persons inherently impossible (pg. 141).  When speaking in general terms, Grenz affirms that the meaning of a sexual act depends not only on the physical act, but also on the context and intent of the actors (p. 108).  That does not apply, however, to homosexuals since a true sexual act is “the uniting of the two foundational ways of being human, that is, as male or female” (pg. 141).  Only heterosexual acts can “connote the reconciliation of God and creation, who likewise are profoundly ‘other’ to each other” (pg. 141).  Thus, for Grenz there is something uniquely sinful about homosexual relations because they “efface what God has ordained as a powerful theological symbol” (pg. 146).

Whenever in our theological history we have attempted to define true humanness by some one aspect of our nature, we have had to repent and change.  When we defined people with black skins as only three-fifths human, we made that mistake.  When we defined humanness as rationality and ruled that women lacked that capacity, we were wrong.  We should be very cautious about arguing against the full humanity of homosexual persons on the basis of our heterosexually defined view of true human nature.

I was a guest for one year of the Benedictine monastery in Collegeville, Minnesota.  The Rule of Saint Benedict mandates:  “All guests who present themselves are to be welcomed as Christ (RB 53:1).”  Our unmarried Savior was the one fully human person.  To be in his image is to reflect his presence by our faithfulness to him.  I find it difficult to understand how we can be genuinely welcoming without also affirming the genuine presence of Christ in our homosexual sisters and brothers. 
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