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         Same Sex Unions 

Introduction: 

At the time of writing a controversy has occurred within the Anglican Communion about  the ordination of practising homosexual priests  for the office of bishop. A controversy  heightened by the action of  a Canadian priest blessing same sex couples in a marriage ceremony. This issue was widely discussed in the media, with “The Australian” devoting its primary editorial of 25th June   to the  topic with this headline: “Anglican unity under threat around world”  Whether we like it or not the topic is in our face. What is our  response, and how do we give a good account of the Christian orthodox view on this?

Our response:

For the average Christian there would at first glance seem to be no reason for the controversies about ‘Same sex unions’.. Most Christians would support the orthodox view that you need a male and a female for a properly constituted sacramental marriage. If we take note of the Book of Genesis,  marriage between a man and a woman has been the norm for three thousand years or more. The  scriptural meaning of marriage encouraged  by  Tradition and Natural Law has supported  this fundamental position of the Christian Churches. However, the fierce and constant  questioning of this norm is so  widespread that we  are forced to make a meaningful response. We as  Christians and apologists for  Biblical values of marriage need to emphatically restate in today’s coinage   and language  what is God’s  position,  the Creator and designer of marriage. 

The essential position of those opposing the traditional viewpoint is that if a person is innately homosexual, he/she should not be discriminated against by not being allowed Christian marriage. Therefore in this context  a ‘same sex union or holy union’ is the joining together of two persons of same sex attraction who thereby engage in  homogenital activity with the blessing of their particular denomination. Supporters of this moral position say that such persons with same sex attraction, are made so by God and surely God does not impose impossible burdens. Those who support the  ‘same sex ’ view,  question the classical orthodox interpretation of scripture, and the  appeal by most orthodox theologians to Natural law according to nature. 

One of the difficulties in this debate is the lack of clear definitions and the varying meanings given to the same term. Whenever I have spoken of a ‘holy union’ in the past I have automatically thought of  Christian marriage between a man and a woman. For me ‘holy union’ means heterosexual marriage. It seems to me that some authors, use the term ‘holy unions’ to mean the same as ‘same sex union’. So be aware of the  context surrounding the usage ‘same sex union’ and ‘holy unions’.  I refuse to use the term ‘holy union’ as a synonym for ‘same sex union.’  Calling ‘same sex union’  a ‘holy union’ is a  distortion of language, and certainly   betrays the essence of marriage as God designed it.

Same sex commitment:

Those writers and theologians who support ‘same sex unions/ holy unions’ speak about the commitment of male and female homosexual persons to one another as being significant.  They claim that the  transition from a promiscuous life style to one of a steady responsible personal commitment  gives legitimacy to a ‘same sex union’. 
At least the person has one partner, not many.  Scott Cowdell,  an Anglican says: “.there is a widespread desire to find a soul mate and life partner, and to settle down. Same –sex unions are in principle compatible with the Anglican vision of holiness.”  Anglicans could be excused from believing same sex attraction unions are thereby sanctioned. 

Unless there has been a wholesale dramatic change within Anglicanism in the past ten years,  the ARCIC II document jointly produced by the Pontifical Council for Promoting Christian Unity,  and The Anglican Consultative Council of London in 1994  was not willing to endorse this position and expressed some reservations. For example:- Both Anglicans and Roman Catholics “reject therefore the claim sometimes made, that homosexual relationships and married relationships are morally equivalent and equally capable of expressing the right ordering and use of the sexual drive.” (No.87).  Furthermore ARCIC II commented  that:- “The moral task is to discern how fundamental and eternal values may be expressed and embodied in a world that is subject to continuing change.”(No 94).  The reports in the Australian of 25th June show that there  is an ever deepening and divisive debate about this issue in the Anglican Church.  Is the Catholic Church any different?  Officially not but there is a noisy minority lobby group working frenetically to change the minds and hearts of the People of God.

.

Natural Law:

Scholars of all Christian persuasions have  appealed  to Natural Law arguments to support their particular viewpoint. “The doctrine of the natural law is an established part of Catholic moral theology. Since the words of scriptural revelation alone do not suffice to establish ethical norms, recourse must be had to the being or nature of man and woman. The key concept of nature  opens the way to moral directives which are binding on all.” (Johannes Grundel in Encyclopedia of Theology. Ed Karl Rahner, p. 1017)  The basic position of the  proponents of the   Natural Law is that human reason unaided can  grasp the moral  right and wrong. 

Protestant theologians in taking into account modern society and its concerns, in  the main reject the Catholic doctrine of Natural Law. There are two quite different approaches to natural law theory. The Natural Law according to reason, and the Natural Law according to nature. Most of  the non-Catholic theologians seem to use the concept of Natural Law as appealing to reason, and so can come to a fundamentally different position on same sex unions, quoting the same source. For example Edwards and Thomson in a paper written for  the “Doctrine Panel of the Anglican Church of Australia” (2001), entitled Natural Law and Homosexuality, p. 95  interpret the doctrine of Natural Law so that it  legitimizes certain forms of  ‘same sex unions’.  It seems to me putting it rather simply, Natural Law according to Nature examines things in an objective sense, while Natural Law according to Reason examines matters  subjectively. Consequently some Anglicans can argue that for subjective reasons two persons of same gender and same sex attraction can have  an intimate and  exclusive genital relationship. 

The Orthodox viewpoint of marriage:
Writing  in L’Osservatore  Romano, N.22 of 28th May 1997, p.10 Piero Schlesinger says  “..that the difference of  the sexes is not restricted to mere biological diversity but is expressed in a complex specialization of the respective personalities of man and woman, extending to the areas of spirituality, social relations, morality, etc., and inevitably conditioned by the subject’s  female or male characteristics.”  Francesco Agostino of the University of Rome in the same series of articles in “L’Osservatore Romano” on “Christian Anthroplogy and Homosexuality X”,  says that ‘..marriage has its own structural purpose, that is, the regulation of sexual activity in order to guarantee the order of generations.’ Men and women ‘acquire their own identity, thanks to the assumption of family roles, made possible by that extraordinary anthropological structure which is marriage. This is why every analogy between marriage and homosexual unions is fallacious. Being essentially (and not accidentally) sterile, the homosexual relationship cannot make an authentic claim to the heterosexual relationship.’ D’Agostino goes on to say that the push for juridical status is based on a broader political agenda of the homosexual lobby group. In ultimate terms the liberationists and the liberals oppose the one heterosexual model of marriage by denying that there can be objective ways of relating to the “human person, his expectations, his duties, his authentic and profound needs, they believe that the very category of personal identity cannot be a topic of discussion.” (D’Agostino) 

The Marital Good: 

The  argument is frequently thrown up by the homosexual lobby that because infertility is no barrier to Christian marriage, those wishing to pursue a ‘same sex union’ should be able to do so based on this fact.. The Marital good of marriage is a single good, but is complex for it contains different elements. It has a unitive and procreative end. Lawler  asserts  that the homosexual objection ‘is based on the false proposition that the marriage of man and woman is merely an instrumental good for achieving an end that is intrinsically good, namely the procreation and education of children.. ..But the procreation of new human life is not some good extrinsic to the marriage itself but an intrinsic fulfillment of  the  good of marriage itself. Children are not ‘products’ that spouses make; rather they are ‘gifts’. The coupling of same sex persons through homosexual acts can in no way be regarded as the consummation and actualisation of the marital union  of husband and wife. There are many things homosexual lovers may share and which may form a basis for their life together. However, it is hard to see how their sexual acts could express or promote these common goods.” (Lawler ,191).

In other words sexual activity without the self giving of one another in the generous communication of the marital good, becomes individual self gratification of one another. Harvey in “The Truth about Homosexuality” , p.217 ‘Sexual acts  cannot in reality be self- giving unless they are acts by which a man and a woman actualise and experience sexually the real giving of themselves to each other – in biological, affective and volitional union in mutual commitment, both open-ended and exclusive.’ 

Fr John Harvey quotes a Catholic professor Michael Pakaluk who ‘points out that there is no real comparison between heterosexual marriage and same-sex unions. Heterosexual marriage flows from the natural complementarity of man and woman, completing each in a permanent bond of love, leading to the procreation of offspring and family, and usually bestowing upon man and wife the rights and responsibilities of being father and mother. The natural meanings of human genital intercourse are in this way fulfilled. In sharp contrast, same-sex unions lack the power  of procreation, making no real contribution to family or the human race. Their sexual activity involves a distortion of the physical complementarity of man and woman, because it cannot accomplish a true physical union.’(Harvey, p.205).

Conclusion:

My position on ‘same sex unions’ is that they constitute a travesty of the meaning of authentic Christian marriage. I empathize with those men and women who because of their sexual orientation struggle to find sexually  intimate life  partners. Many struggle with the official Catholic position on no ‘same sex unions’  and the clear directions that have emanated from the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith (C.D.F )

Sincerity, firm conviction, and commitment to ‘same sex unions’ do not make it right. There are people who are  convinced atheists, and some who were convinced that the world would end in the year 2000. These people are sincerely wrong. Their conviction does not mean they have the truth. I apply the analogy to those  who support ‘same sex unions’ – while they are sincere, honest and committed their stance does not convince me that their position is of God and can be sustained by the Church. 
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