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Intensity :

When a discussion topic intersects with our personal identity and core beliefs, it is natural for each of us to feel a strong pull to defend our position 
and argue our point. But in this conversation, the process is going to be more important than the outcome.  
 
Before you begin, read the “Ways of Being” (quick reference guide for having an effective conversation). The measure of the outcome will be, “Am I 
loving others? Do I feel loved?” If love is not your primary motivation, this is not the conversation for you.

The purpose of this discussion guide is to explore how different branches within the Christian church think and talk about marriage equality. 
The goal of this conversation is not to argue for one viewpoint over another but to understand how other people have come to their views. The 
objective is for each of us to help create an atmosphere of safety and trust, so that everyone can explore a variety of different views, find meaning, 
and broaden their understanding of one another. Instead of proving, convincing, or winning, the goal is to listen, understand, and learn. In short, 
be curious!

“Marriage: The state of being united as 
spouses in a consensual and contractual 

relationship recognized by law.”
Merriam-Webster Dictionary

“Dialogue focuses upon openness and 
curiosity for the purpose of listening, 

understanding, and learning.”
Sandy Heierbacher

Getting Started

Name a time you strongly disagreed with someone 
but still appreciated how they communicated. 
What caused or allowed that to occur? 

Think of a time your family had an intense 
conversation on a social issue…how did that go?

For you, what helps to begin this conversation 
and keep it moving forward? What stops this 
conversation dead in its tracks?

As we begin this discussion, what scares 
you? What brings you hope?

Choose one

We recommend reviewing the "Ways of Being" 
discussion guide prior to beginning this one.

*
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How People’s Viewpoints Differ

Points of View Implications
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Prohibition does not approve of and would 
block same-gender unions.

Legitimation wants to include people who identify 
as gay or lesbian in the community and prevent them 
from being singled out and unfairly condemned.

Toleration does not approve of same-gender 
unions, but it would not prosecute or reject 
LGBTQIA+ persons.

Celebration believes same-gender unions should 
be affirmed as good and no longer be refused.

Accommodation does not ordinarily approve, 
but it would allow for exceptions on a “lesser-of-
the-evils” rationale.

Liberation perceives societal attitudes concerning 
gays and lesbians as being caught up in wider 
injustices (e.g., human rights, gender rights, etc.), 
which need to be redeemed.

Sacramental argues for the full religious blessing of 
same-gender unions.

The above paradigm was published by Johnson, W. S. (2006). A Time To Embrace: Same-gender Relationships in Religion, Law, and 

Politics. [Page 108]. Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdman Publishing Company.

For those who live with the burden of same gender desire, 
God views them through eyes of grace. Monogamous 
homosexual relationships are an acceptable preference 
over promiscuity.

Sexual orientation and gender identity are socially constructed 
and nurtured. The church actively challenges the status quo on 
these categories and affirms the complexity of choices.

Same-gender desire is a distortion of how human beings 
were created; therefore, all LGBTQIA+ identity is prohibited 
by the church. All same-gender sexual behavior should be 
repented and there be a return to heterosexual nature.

Since all sin is equal in the eyes of God, the church regrets 
singling out gay sin, while ignoring other sins. The work of 
the church is toward creating a just world where gender and 
orientation differences no longer matter.

Same-gender sexual orientation is an unfortunate reality 
which places a burden on the individual. The church 
welcomes the person but is non-affirming of same-gender 
choices. It is best for individuals to accept the burden, 
repent, and live in abstinence.

Sexual orientation or same-gender behavior is not defined or 
condemned as sin. Relationships are a means of grace, and 
sexuality is fully realized through the blessing of a committed 
relationship. Our humanity, not our sexuality, is celebrated.

Being a person who identifies as LGBTQIA+ is a natural fact 
of life, and sexual orientation is a gift from God. Therefore, all 
orientations are good, and individuals should experience the 
freedom to express who they are.

We’ve all had (or witnessed) conversations that got heated and seemed to jump the tracks and derail. When we hit a bottleneck 
during a discussion, it is common for people to argue, walk away, or simply give in. Discussing sex and marriage within the context of 
the church doesn’t make it any easier. What a person thinks and believes impact how they act. That is, people’s strongly held values 
fall on a spectrum of viewpoints, and each perspective naturally leads to how life is lived out.
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Which viewpoints have you been exposed to 
the most? The least? How have other viewpoints 
directly impacted your perspective?

What experience, story or person come 
to mind when you consider this topic?

What feelings do you have around the framework 
Johnson offers? What works? Is there anything you 
thought was missing from the framework?

When forming a new perspective, where do you 
turn? To whom do you listen? What do you trust? 
Why these?

How were you raised to think about this issue?

Choose one

Take a moment to check in and reflect. Personally, how are you feeling right now? If you need to, take a minute 
to refocus. As a group, go back and review the seven “Ways of Being” and then take a moment to re-center the 
conversation. Recall that the goal of this discussion guide is to have an open dialogue, not reach a consensus.
Remain curious!

STOP

“Remember, this is not a 
‘conclusion’ guide; it is intended 

as a discussion guide.”
Dr. Jeff Keuss

“In essentials unity, in non-
essentials liberty, and in all 

things charity.”
Multiple sources c.1627

“When serious people of good 
faith disagree, they’ve got to 
go back into the narratives 

and come at it again. One of 
the problems in the church is 
that people are not willing to 

do that. People have arrived at 
a place where they think they 

have the answer.”
Dr. Walter Brueggemann

Faith is a verb, not a noun.

While full inclusion is a goal for many churches, 
that doesn’t always extend to sharing power 
(electing LGBTQ members to the church council 
or other positions of leadership, etc.). What 
other communities do you know of that might 
be “allowed” at church but not allowed into 
positions of power?
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Each of the three categories considers the role of the Bible in different ways, and each viewpoint supports its understanding 
with different scriptures. Some examples are provided below.

The preserving viewpoints typically focus on a person’s behavior.

• Twice in Leviticus (18:22, 20:13) the act of a man “lying with a man as with a woman” is called an “abomination.” 
• The Apostle Paul makes two negative references (Romans 1:27, 1 Corinthians 6:9) to sexual intercourse between two men. 
• Sodom and Gomorrah are referenced in both Testaments (Genesis 19; 2 Peter 2; Jude 1) and cited as examples of what negatively 

happens when God is displeased with human choices.
• A  major challenge to this position is that the cultural and historical circumstances behind these prohibitions are no longer an issue. Also 

relatively few verses address sexual preference directly, giving it similar standing to other non-essential disagreements. Additionally this 
position follows the historical trend of erasing and ignoring non-hetero figures and stories.

The welcoming viewpoints emphasize our human value in the eyes of God. 

• The emphasis in Genesis 1:27 is that all human beings are made in the image of God, and each day God declares the creative work to be 
“good.” 

• Paul confesses that no one is perfect since, “All have sinned and fall short of God’s glory” (Romans 3:23, CEB). 
• When challenged by the Bible experts of his day (Mark 12:28-34), Jesus summarized the Law by focusing on the heart of scripture: To love 

God (Deuteronomy 6:5) and love your neighbor (Leviticus 19:18).
• A major challenge to this position is that the interpretation prioritizes God’s love of all people, but is purposefully lighter on addressing 

how that manifests. Both preserving and affirming viewpoint holders criticize how this perspective seems to avoid scriptural minutiae. 
Welcoming viewpoint holders are seen as in need of persuasion to either side.

The affirming viewpoint frames the message as one of full equality and inclusion.

• Paul states, “There is no longer Jew or Gentile, slave or free, male and female. For you are all one in Christ Jesus” (Galatians 3:28, NLT). 
Proponents typically add the phrase “gay or straight” to this passage. 

• 1 Corinthians 13, also written by Paul, confesses its theme of (non-sexual) love for one another within the church, as a call for full inclusion. 
• It has been suggested that homosexuality was clearly a part of the culture in the first century, yet Jesus made no comment about it.
• A  major challenge to this position is a lack of clear affirmation in scripture. It is based on inference from both textual and socio-historical 

interpretations. Critics ask why the non-hetero community are not supported when many other marginalized groups are specifically 
addressed by biblical figures. Further, this position, it is argued, could be considered a gateway to a slippery slope of unbiblical marriage 
partners and/or extramarital relationships.

Different Viewpoints and Their Scriptural Basis 

What do you think would allow people from 
different viewpoints to talk about this topic 
with love?

Go around the room and explain how each 
of you arrived at your viewpoint, if you 
feel comfortable.

Choose one
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Going Deeper

The Journey Ahead

Name something new you 
learned in this discussion. What 
is something you are still curious 
about and will investigate further?

What do you want to take 
from this discussion into 
future conversations?

Think of someone in your 
community who approaches 
this topic differently. How can 
you honor your convictions 
and values while remaining in 
connection with that person?

To Learn More

Making Gay History
https://makinggayhistory.com/

Author Anne Lamott suggests that one way to navigate life, especially when it becomes conflicted, is to keep prayer simple. She imagines that we 
often overcomplicate these conversations with God; instead, if we took a simpler approach, it might help us focus on the heart of the matter. In her 
book Help, Thanks, and Wow, Lamott offers those three words as three simple prayers. As we end our discussion, what is your prayer?

Radical Love: An Introduction to Queer Theology by 
Patrick S. Cheng

The Sexual Self: The Construction of Sexual Scripts by 
Michael S. Kimmel (Editor)

Sex and the Soul: Juggling Sexuality, Spirituality, 
Romance, and Religion on American’s College 
Campuses by Donna Freitas

A Time to Embrace: Same-Gender Relationships in 
Religion, Law, and Politics by William Stacy Johnson

Gay Girl, Good God: The Story of Who I Was, and Who 
God Has Always Been by Jackie Hill Perry

When did the dialogue feel safest? When did it 
feel dangerous?

Where have you been in this conversation? 
Where are you going?

Going forward, what ways of being are most 
important for you to adopt in these conversations?

To what extent did you feel like you could be safe, 
real, honest, and vulnerable in this conversation?

Choose one

The End of Sexual Identity: Why Sex Is Too Important 
to Define Who We Are, by Jenell Williams Paris

Homosexuality: A Christian View – Dr. Mark Yarhouse 
Interview. https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_
continue=39&v=pQUIcTR-LJA&feature=emb_logo

Dr. Mark Yarhouse. www.sexualidentityinstitute.org




