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Introduction:

Since June 2007 I have been providing a synopsis of my Masters Thesis, entitled “Is the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith’s Document On the Pastoral Care of Homosexual Persons Credible in Our Age?”  This article is the sixth in the Masters Series and will emphasise the profound importance of scripture in our embracing and living the spiritual Christ-life. 
The Pontifical Biblical Commission:  

We know that one of the most vexed areas in the debate about homosexuality is the significance and relevance of the bible for our contemporary discussion.  A most useful guide for us is the Pontifical Biblical Commission’s document of 15th April 1993, entitled The Interpretation of the Bible in the Church which establishes principles, pathways and directions for our exegesis and study of Sacred Scripture. 

The main points for our discussion revolve around the interpretation of the bible in the Church, and the relationship between the Old and the New Testament - a very important factor in the contemporary controversy about the relevance of  texts in the homosexual debate.  Cardinal Paul Cordes in his 1990 book Charisms and New Evangelization highlights the Second Vatican Council document Dei Verbum  point 10 and what it says about the interconnectedness of sacred Tradition, sacred Scripture and the Magisterium of the Church.  He repeats the Council’s comment that the interconnectedness of these three elements  is the  extremely wise arrangement of God (Cordes, p.139).  In a more detailed explanation, Dei Verbum  reminds us that : “God, the inspirer and author of both testaments, wisely arranged that the New Testament be hidden in the Old and the Old be made manifest in the New. (point 16 The Documents of Vatican II, Abbott version, 1966, p. 122). 
A Modern Biblical Scholar - Robert A Gagnon:

This  protestant scholar has written a book about the topic of homosexuality in order to “contribute to a better understanding of the biblical witness regarding same-sex intercourse … to remove some ‘dead ends’ in the homosexuality debate … [and to promote] the greater health of the church and of the homosexuals to whom the church is called to minister.”( p. 41 Abingdon press, 2001).  Very noble intentions indeed!  However, Gagnon indicates how difficult it is to do this because of the risk to ones reputation and the slurs and libel that occur about anyone writing from a sincerely held Christian perspective. The first risk is to be labelled homophobic by the intellectual elite, who oppose persons advocating traditional sexual values.  By using this label a person might be intimidated and thus genuine debate is forestalled and the person belittled.  Other descriptions for such writers as Gagnon are  intolerant, exclusive  and resistant to diversity.  If they question homosexual behaviour they are termed uncritical and if they publicly question the morality of homosexual behaviour they are accused of holding outmoded moral standards or primitive understandings of sexuality. (Gagnon, p.28).
The Old Testament Perspective:

It is generally accepted that the creation stories of Genesis 1-3 do not address the issue of homosexuality directly.  However we can see from the catechesis of John Paul II on the Nuptial Meaning of the Body, that the creation stories provide an overarching understanding of human sexuality.  Up to a few years ago the story of Sodom in Genesis 19:4-11 had been regarded as the classic bible story about homosexuality.  However, to the extent that the story does not deal directly with consensual homosexual relationships, it is not an ‘ideal’ text to guide contemporary Christian sexual ethics. Nonetheless, Gagnon believes that it has some relevance  when we study the bible’s views on same-sex intercourse.  For the issue, from a biblical perspective will not fall or rise on one particular text. 

Leviticus and Deuteronomy:   
The pre-eminent texts in the Old Testament about same-sex intercourse are Leviticus 18:22.  “You shall not lie with a male as with a woman; it is an abomination.”  And Leviticus 20:13, “If a man lies with a male as with a woman, both of them have committed an abomination; they shall be put to death, their blood is upon them.”  Later in Deuteronomy 4:2, there is a segment which extols the wisdom of those who keep these laws.  Such as do will enter and take possession of the land that Yahweh the God of their fathers will give them. These regulations, demands and promises are predicated on the holiness of Yahweh and the requirement of the Israelites who, in every aspect of their lives, are to be holy as their Lord.  These regulations are known as the Holiness Code.  In all of the Holiness Code only homosexual intercourse is singled out for special mention within the regulations as an ‘abomination’.  Gagnon explains that homosexual conduct was not just merely prohibited but was regarded as a grievous and heinous offence, drawing the penalties appropriate to abominable acts. There is a price to pay for being the chosen people of God, who are expected to show forth the holiness of God as contrasted to the behaviour and practices of surrounding cultures and peoples. – “You shall be holy to me; for Yahweh am holy, and I have separated you from the other peoples to be mine.” (Leviticus 20:26). I believe that the People of God in the 21st century are to display the same quest for holiness and hence Courage members, supporters and those who minister to them.
Romans 1:

Romans 1:24-27 is the central text in the debate about Homosexuality. Gagnon provides a number of reasons. It is the most explicit discussion of homosexuality in the bible.  It is located in the New Testament.  It makes explicit comments about lesbianism as well as same sex intercourse among men.  It occurs within a large segment of writing from a single writer allowing this writer to provide a context for the argument about homosexuality.  It is also the most difficult text to overturn for those who endorse sexual activity for  homosexuals.

C. H. Dodd in his exegesis of Romans makes no bones about the retribution and punishment that will be visited upon those who do not change their ways.  The moral rottenness of  pagan civilization is manifest in the “prevalence of homosexual perversion, with its disastrous consequences.”  (C H Dodd The Epistle of St Paul to the Romans.  London Collins Books 1965 pp. 52-55).  The natural progress of good and evil is seen as a natural process and not necessarily as the direct act of God, for God has given men  and women freedom to choose.  They know God’s decrees but in their hearts have given themselves up to vice.  They sought to attain a higher place than that which God had ordained for them, but because of their lack of wisdom and in fact their foolishness “they fell below it, for they were now worshippers not of God but of idols.” (C.H.Dodd, p.37.)  A theme we saw in the discussion regarding the Holiness Code of Levitcus 18 and 20. 

Certain Key Words:
These three words are significant in the continuing debate about homosexuality. Their importance lies in the fact that they are the subject of fierce debate about their real meaning and the connotations for the morality or otherwise of various sexual practices. Consequently I will provide a more detailed analysis of them, even though for most this might be a fairly dry and boring discussion.

Toeba:

Let us start with toeba as used in the Old Testament book of Leviticus.  Gagnon explains that the linking of the word toeba to homosexual acts with the various meanings such as ‘abomination, an abhorrent thing, or something detestable, loathsome, utterly repugnant, disgusting’ reveals the depth of revulsion about violating the boundaries ordained by God.  This very brief comment on the Old Testament is an important backdrop to the discussions that will occur when analysing the New Testament comments on homosexuality. CH Dodd’s comments above are relevant here. 

Malakoi:

The Exegetical Dictionary of the New Testament in defining malakoi  for both the Old Testament and the New Testament has this to say about its relevance to homosexuality: Malakoi the soft people/weaklings, is given as a reprehensible example of passive homosexuality (Exegetical Dictionary Eerdmans 1990, p.381).  Gagnon places the meaning somewhere in between ‘prostituting passive homosexuals’ and ‘effeminate heterosexual and homosexual males’.   In the 1 Corinthian 6:9 list of offences, St Paul says that the homosexual, the idolater and the adulterer will not inherit the kingdom. While other commentators want to soften the meaning and thrust of the word malakos to mean cowardly, sick, weak-willed, gentle and debauched, its inclusion in the verse with adulterers and idolaters suggests a more potent meaning of  immoral sexual intercourse (Gagnon, pp.306-312 at 308). 
Arsenokoitai:

Arsenokoitai literally means “bedders of males, those men who take other males to bed, men who sleep or lie with males.” (Gagnon  312).  Again there is a great dispute about its meaning, according to the moral view of the commentator.  John Boswell, an erudite scholar, who wrote in support of genital homosexuality, argues that arsenokoitai does imply an active role in intercourse but not necessarily in homosexual intercourse.  He claims that in the Hellenistic world of Paul, the term meant male sexual agents, ie. ‘active male prostitutes.’
The word arsenokoitai is not found in any Greek text earlier than 1 Corinthians and it is a translation of the Hebrew  mishkav zakur (lying with a male) derived directly from Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13 and used in rabbinic texts to refer to homosexual intercourse.  The Septuaging(Greek/Old Testament) of Leviticus 20:13 reads: whoever lies with a man as with a woman (meta arsenos koiten gynailos) they have both done an abomination to woman.  Paul’s use of this idiom, from which the noun arsenokoitai was coined presupposes and reaffirms the Holiness Code’s condemnation of homosexual acts.
Final remarks:
Boswell then argues about the lexicographical history of the word as mentioned or not in the early Church, in Greek literature and by Patristic writers, such as Saints John Chrysostom, Augustine and Cyprian.  (Boswell, Christianity, Social Tolerance and Homosexuality. Uni of Chicago Press Chicago, 1980, p.351.) Boswell attempts to argue from the silence of Paul about the modern concept of same-sex attraction. He suggests that Paul condemns homosexual acts only when they are committed  by persons who are constitutionally heterosexual. ‘This is a distinction entirely foreign to Paul’s thought world.’ (Genovesi, In Pursuit  of Love. Catholic Morality and Human Sexuality. Michael Glazier, 1987, p.272-3) 

Brendan Byrne the Australian Jesuit scripture scholars supports the view of Genovesi when he writes: ‘The ancient world in general, and early Christian writers such as Paul in particular, made no distinction between being of homosexual disposition as an abiding personal psychological orientation, the cause of which remains mysterious to modern science, and free choice on the part of heterosexual persons to engage in homosexual activity.’ (Byrne, Romans, The Liturgical Press Collegeville 1996.p.70). 
This in not an easy topic to digest. We have to analyse the academic points of view because they are so persuasive and compelling in their interest and erudition.  However the strength and logical beauty of a person’s argument, such as Boswell displays does not make his viewpoint right.  We have seen above that Leviticus and the Old Testament perspective governs the sense in Romans in the New Testament about the rebellion exhibited by those who defy the Holiness code and exhortation  of both the Old and the New Testaments. We all must accord with the injunction of the Lord to be holy as he is holy or to ‘lead a life worthy of the calling to which you have been called’     Eph.4.1-2.
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