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Protestant Church Splits and the Ongoing Homosexual 
Debate 
 
John Armstrong 
 
 
Supporters of gay clergy are im pat ient  and want  changes right  now. They believe t hat  
t radit ionalist s are too slow  in responding to their  appeals for  just ice and m ercy. They do not  
int end t o st op short  of m aking as m any changes as quick ly  as possib le in every 
ecclesiast ical set t ing t hat  will hear them  out  and accept  t heir views.  Last  week t he goal of 
the gay advocates was to change the present  policy  of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in 
Am erica ( ELCA)  at  it s annual m eet ing in Chicago. By the t im e you read t his ar t icle a 
decision w ill have been m ade.  I  f ind t his whole debate deeply  t roubling and quit e revealing 
of where we are in North Am erica in t erm s of the power and real im pact  of t he gospel.  
 
TRADITIONALISTS RESPOND TO GENDER AND SEXUAL IDENTITY 
 
Som e t radit ionalist s are so polit ically  galvanized by t his issue that  alm ost  nothing else 
seem s to m at t er to them  other  than fight ing th is bat t le.  This is the line in the sand,  the 
watershed issue. A lit t le st udy of hist ory  will reveal t hat  other  issues in t he past  have had 
the sam e status only  to see t he Church correct ly  change it s collect ive m ind about  an issue.  
What  m akes t his one so different? 
 
One problem  that  I  have wit h th is " line in the sand" approach is that  it  t reat s a single issue 
as the only  way to renew the Church by t he power of t he gospel.  The gospel can t hen be 
reduced t o sexual and gender issues in this process.  The gospel becom es a "polit ical"  and 
"m oral"  agenda,  and we run the ser ious r isk  of losing the Good News in t he process.  I n 
som e set t ings dialog of any sor t  is seen as fraternizing with t he enem ies of t he faith.  
Everyone who disagrees with your conclusions is posit ively  evil.  No one on the other side 
can be a " real"  Christ ian. We m ust  oppose them  and rem ove them  in any way possible.  
Overt  polit ical pressure is em ployed and the goal is victory.   
 
As I  have entered into m ainline renewal work I  have seen t hese t radit ionalist  expressions all 
too frequent ly.  Renewal of the whole Church is int ensely focused on th is issue and t he 
st ruggle associated with it .  I  am  now convinced,  from  real first -hand exper ience, that  
solv ing th is issue will not renew the Church.  To be r ight  on sam e- sex ethics is not  the sam e 
as being r ight  about  t he gospel or  about  spir itual form at ion,  the m ission of Christ ,  or  
developing and plant ing healthy churches. A lot  of energy can be put  int o this issue and that  
energy can sidet rack us.  Som et im es it  is necessary to f ight  proper bat t les,  I  have no doubt , 
but  we need to be very careful that  we do not  turn t he m ission of Christ  int o a m ission 
against  our  ecclesial opponents.  
 
THE ACTIVIST RESPONSE TO GENDER AND SEXUAL IDENTITY 
 
Those who push for the approval of hom osexual pract ice, the ordinat ion of hom osexual 
m inist ers and hom osexual m arriage,  all seem  to have lit t le or no int erest  in preserv ing the 
unity  of the Church. Unit y is ir relevant  since t hey t ruly  believe they are being persecuted by 
t radit ionalist s who are the real problem .  For exam ple,  Bishop Eugene Robinson's act ions in 



© 2007 John Armstrong by permission used from ACT 3 Page 2 of 5 
  www.theResurgence.com 

the Episcopal Church (ECUSA)  over  the past  few  years dem onst rate t his point  powerfully.  
He could have taken a road of hum ilit y  and char it y, st epped down in the m idst  of t he bat t le,  
and t hus not  chosen t o be t he lightning rod that  prom pted upheaval and disunit y. But  he 
seem s to actually enjoy the role of being provocat ive.  ( This is not  to suggest  that  there are 
not  conservat ives who have the sam e problem .)  His arrogance and independence, at  least  
to m e, are very st r ik ing.  He doesn't  care an iota that  he is dest roying the unit y of h is own 
Episcopal Church.  His supporters seem  to th ink that  it  is now t im e for  all the ignorant  
t radit ionalist s to leave so t hat  Bishop Robinson,  and his friends,  can cont inue t he pursuit  of 
their own agenda,  not the peace of Christ in the whole communion.  This is about  polit ics,  
about  winners and losers. Who has the power and who uses it  for their  understanding of 
what  ought  to be? 
 
The sam e type of scenario was t ranspiring in Chicago t his past  week.  Frust rated by the 
dism issal of a popular At lanta ELCA pastor,  a m inist er who lived in a sam e-sex relat ionship, 
supporters wanted to " jum p start "  the gay agenda again and sk ip an already agreed upon 
process from  a prev ious general synod so t hat  t hey could lif t  the celibacy requirem ent  upon 
gay and lesbian m inisters.  They want  what  t hey want  and they want  it  r ight  now.  I n the 
case of the ELCA alm ost  a third of their  regional synods have already expressed support  for 
a proposal to do exact ly th is.  And these act iv ist s also want  to reinstate t hose already 
rem oved from  m inist erial office.  The ELCA is already scheduled t o release a broader social 
statem ent  on hum an sexuality  in 2009,  but  the act iv ists d idn't  want  to wait  for  two m ore 
years.   
 
I n Chicago, to give you an exam ple,  gay clergy are already allowed to serve in ELCA 
churches so long as no one challenges t hem . Chicago's outgoing bishop,  Paul Lendahl,  
expresses the v iew of som e when he says:  "We are not  here to f ight . Christ  was a 
welcom ing presence in the world in his t im e. I t 's a Gospel issue. I  th ink the church is dead 
wrong on it . "  And his successor, the popular  outgoing pastor of St .  Mark's Lutheran in 
Aurora,  I llinois,  Wayne Miller, wants to see bishops have even m ore authority  t o express 
lat itude in t heir par t icular  local set t ings.  Knowing full well that  m any Lutherans in other  
regions of the count ry  w ill oppose a nat ionw ide ELCA effort  t o legit im ize sam e- sex union 
and ordained clergy, Rev.  Miller understands th is is a "hot  but ton"  issue.  What  he wants is a 
solut ion t hat  he calls " fait hful and reasonable."  He says the ELCA hovers "near the m iddle."  
I  guess it  depends on what  " t he m iddle"  m eans.  One person's m iddle is another's left  or  
right  f lank.  Again,  the rhetor ic here is highly  polit ical.   
 
The argum ent  that  Bishop Lendahl m akes is really  very sim ple.  I f  you m iss it  then you will 
m iss what  is really  being said by act ivist  proponents of gay m arriage and ordinat ion.  " I t 's a 
Gospel issue,"  he says.  I agree completely but this means that we have a totally different 
conception of the gospel.  Let  m e explain. 
 
WHAT HAS THE GOSPEL TO DO WITH SAME-SEX PRACTICE? 
 
The gospel is good news about  grace and forgiveness in Jesus Christ . Chr ist  died for  t he sins 
of the world and is seeking and saving t he lost .  He longs for  sinners to f ind their way hom e 
to the Father's house and to be welcom ed into t he fam ily of God.  Make no m istake about  
this.  The gospel is not  pr im arily about  gender and sexual eth ics,  at  least  not  at  its core. This 
is where I  th ink som e conservat ives go wrong. They begin to talk about  t he gospel as if  it  
really  was about  sexual and gender issues, about  polit ics, and about  who we can exclude as 
the enem ies of t he faith.  But  t his is precisely  the point  where Bishop Lendahl also goes 
wrong, desperately w rong.  The apost le Paul put s the point  very p lain ly:  
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Do you not  know that  wrongdoers w ill not  inherit  t he kingdom  of God? Do not  
be deceived:  Neither  the sexually  im m oral nor idolaters nor  adult erers nor  
m ale prost it ut es nor pract icing hom osexuals,  nor th ieves nor the greedy nor 
drunkards not  slanderers nor  swindlers will inherit  the k ingdom  of God. 
1 Corinthians 6:9-10 

 
I  would suppose that  Bishop Lendahl could say t hat  these words do not st r ict ly apply  to 
m onogam ous relat ionships, which are not  t he sam e as prom iscuous sexual pract ices with 
m ult ip le part ners.  Furt herm ore, he could argue t hat  since sexual orientat ion is determ ined 
by God,  and is thus a m at t er  of biology,  we should allow for  people with sam e-sex 
orientat ion to pract ice t heir  God-given freedom  in Chr ist  since we know th ings about  this 
that  we did not  know a few  decades ago.  (There are huge assum pt ions behind such a 
conclusion that  I  am  not conv inced at  all are clearly  proven, but  I  will allow  the argum ent  t o 
stand j ust  for  t he m om ent .  I  w rote about  t hese kinds of issues a few  years ago quit e 
extensively.)  I  would also suppose t hat  t he bishop would argue that  the gospel is about  
grace,  not  about  the law  and holding to t radit ional sexual m ores.  We m ust  offer  free and 
radical acceptance to all people,  especially  to sexual sinners.  ( I  do not  disagree with t his 
final point ! )  
 
But  t he words of Paul are quit e serious about  this m at t er  if  they are taken in a norm at ive 
sense. We have to be clear  about  this,  really  clear.  A great  deal is at  stake for  those of us 
who read the t radit ion of the Church as norm at ive and believe that  it s reading of the Bible is 
quit e clear  about  sexual pract ice.  Please observe carefully  t hat  t his is not  j ust  about  warning 
pract icing hom osexuals about  not inher it ing the kingdom  of God but  also about  pract icing 
thieves,  and about  the greedy,  drunkards,  slanderers and sw indlers.  The way the Church 
has read t his t ext  t radit ionally  is to say t hat  Paul is say ing som ething like the following:  All 
who cont inue in these lifest y les of sin,  thus all who allow these sins t o dom inate them  and 
who choose not  t o wage spiritual war against  t hem  through form at ion and discipline in t he 
Spirit ,  are in danger of final and t ragic loss in t he last  judgm ent . The passage is so st riking 
that  if  you stop at  verse t en you would be prone to conclude that  alm ost  no one could 
possibly  m ake it  into t he kingdom  of God.  But  Paul does not stop at  verse 10.  This is why 
the ELCA,  and every other  Church group, should never stop t here eit her.  There is 
redem pt ion,  inclusion and love.  Verse 11 says:  
 

And that  is what  som e of you were. But  you were washed, you were 
sanct if ied, you were just if ied in the nam e of t he Lord Jesus Chr ist  and by the 
Spirit  of our  God. 
1 Corinthians 6:11 

 
Look, just if icat ion is not a free pass to heaven t hat  allows you t o live any lifest y le you want .  
You do not  get  to m ake up biblical ethics on th is or that  as you go along. The power of 
salvation is transformative.  I t  "washes"  those who are saved,  thus it  cleanses them  of sin. 
This is at  the very heart  of h istor ic Chr ist ian teaching.  But  the power of salvat ion also 
t ransform s t hose who are in Chr ist  by t he Spirit  of our  God.  We are not  left  in t he way of 
sin, but  st ep-by- step we are rem oved and delivered from  the power of our  forgiven sin. 
Sim ply  put ,  sanct ificat ion is not  an opt ion. Being saved,  or t ransform ed, is a process and we 
cannot  opt  out  of ethical choice just  because we disagree with t he bib lical t eaching.   
 
So is this really  a gospel issue? No,  if you m ean by gospel t hat  we are forgiven on the basis 
of refusing to pract ice a hom osexual lifest yle.  I f  this were t rue t hen we would be forgiven 
because we do r ight  t hings and live a certain way. But  the answer has t o be a very st rong 
yes if  you m ean t hat  t he gospel is a m essage about  the power of God to save and t ransform  
those who really believe it  ( cf. Rom ans 1: 16- 17) . Sexual ethics are never an opt ional or 
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unrelated m at t er when it  com es to t he power of the biblical gospel. Those who refuse t o live 
by the Spir it  will die.  This is the plain t eaching of Rom ans 8,  also a crucial t ext  in th is 
debate.  Those who live by t he Spirit ,  who is received through the t ransform at ive power of 
the Good News, are saved.  The categories that  Paul em ploys are quit e clear. 
 
Those who live according to t he sinful nature have their  m inds set  on what  that  nature 
desires;  but  those who live in accordance w it h t he Spir it  have their  m inds set  on what  t he 
Spirit  desires. The m ind cont rolled by t he sinful nature is death,  but  t he m ind cont rolled by 
the Spirit  is life and peace. The sinfu l m ind is host ile to God;  it  does not  subm it  to God's 
law, nor can it  do so. Those cont rolled by the sinfu l nature cannot  please God (Rom ans 8: 5-
8) . 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
The ELCA had on it s agenda last  week another init iat ive.  This in it iat ive called upon the 
churches to conduct  a study of the Bible in all congregat ions for  the purpose of a real 
discussion about  a m oral response to t he war in I raq.  I  would applaud th is agenda item  if I  
knew the study would include an honest  and open freedom  to bring various Christian 
perspectives on war to the discussion. My guess is that  the approach it self w ill prom ote only 
one answer:  This war is im m oral and totally  evil and should not  be supported by Lutherans. 
I  conclude th is because t his has been t he general direct ion of the ELCA from  the beginning.  
(The ELCA's presiding bishop,  Mark Hanson,  has been a fierce cr it ic of the war since it  
began.)   
 
What  is st r ik ing here is t hat  t he ELCA can speak with authority  on an issue t hat  t he Church 
has always held differing opinions,  while on an issue that  has been t reated as unm istakably  
clear for  two thousand years it  want s to rem ake the whole direct ion of t he denom inat ion.  
 
Like m ost  m ainline denom inat ions t he ELCA is in decline.  I t  present ly has 4.8 m illion 
m em bers.  I f  you at tend an ELCA congregat ion, and I  have,  you will soon discover t hat  in 
m ost  cases large num bers of m em bers alm ost  never act ively at t ended or  f inancially  
supported t heir local church.  While t here is life t o be found here and t here,  t he 
denom inat ion as a whole is in real t rouble. Som e insiders w ill adm it  it .  Many will search for 
answers that  cont inue to ignore t he real problem s.  Som e know that  v ibrant  m issional 
Chr ist ianit y,  com bined with a healt hy and liv ing ort hodoxy, is the only  answer. But  the 
linkage of t he two is all t oo rare.  Mainline leaders want  new churches but  they want  t hem  to 
be creat ive to t he point  that  or thodox t heology,  to vary ing degrees,  is opt ional.  
 
I  fear  bib lical and t radit ional Lutherans will lose this bat t le in the long run.  Meanwhile t here 
is life in m any Lutheran churches.  That  life w ill not  go away overnight ,  even in the m idst  of 
this present  bat t le.  What  does t he future hold? I  do not  know. I  t end t o think t hat  you will 
see furt her  erosion on the nat ional level,  m ore cut -backs financially,  and greater  
rest lessness am ong m em bers and clergy. Welcom e to the m ainline.   
 
But  I  also believe t he next  generat ion is already show ing that  it  will not  be as w illing to 
enter tain m oral relat iv ism  as t he boom er generat ion was before them . The next  generat ion 
is far  less churched,  far  less knowledgeable about  the t eaching of t he Bible, and far m ore 
willing to learn what  Scripture teaches and to stand for a Chr ist ian gospel t hat  calls for real 
t ransform at ion.  They do not  want  the world's agenda,  and t hey are w illing t o take a tough 
posit ion wit h an equal t enderness and graciousness.  This m ight  be the real hope in t he end.  
 
The pr incip le is bib lically  universal. I t  is rooted in Chr ist  and his death. 
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Very t ruly  I  t ell you,  unless a kernel of wheat  falls to the ground and dies, it  
rem ains only  a single seed.  But  if it  dies it  produces m any seeds. 
John 12:24 

 
Many wonderfu l Lutherans are now being called upon to live t his pr incip le out .  The quest ion 
I  have for  m ore conservat ive churches,  and t hose of you in them  who are t hankfully  not  
unclear  about  how sexual eth ics are to be properly  linked with t he m essage of t he gospel as 
m oral t ransform at ion,  is sim ple:  "Where will God take you to d ie before he produces a new 
m issional harvest  t hat  will glor ify  his Son in your fellowship as you seek to respond t o th is 
ever-hardening North Am erican soil?"  We m ust  all die in som e way, the only  quest ion is how 
and when. 


