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When I discovered John McNeill in 1991, a door opened in my life.
I still remember the fierce joy I felt when I was introduced to his writings. The God he spoke of was the God I'd been waiting for.
I was already out, working in the area of gay spirituality, but so lonely for this God of Freedom and Play who understood the connection between my gayness and my soul. John reminded me of ecstatic mystics like St. Francis or the Baal Shem Tov, the founder of Hasidism, which brought European Jews into the fields to sing and dance with God. So I sought John out, with no small amount of awe, and he has been my friend, mentor and spiritual director for all these years. John's teachings inspire me to hope, self-acceptance, and longing. His goodness is the basis of his greatness.
John's message may have evolved out of the pain of his life--but it culminates in a song of celebration. John lost his mother at age four, and grew up gay in Irish working class Buffalo, New York. He was a prisoner of war in Nazi Germany, and he came into the gay world when it was all shadows and shame. At a time when every authority told him that homosexuality was evil, he not only came out, he created a new theology of liberation. He had to cross a sea of self-hate and doubt in a boat made mostly of personal faith, against the authority of just about everyone he respected and trusted.
John couldn't come across in the ocean liner that so many of us can take now, with gay marriage, glossy magazines and gay consumerism. He had a choice: to fall forward into the despairing life the world offered gay people, or to fall backward into the arms of a God who delighted in him, gayness and all. His struggle brought him to the edge of suicide. During this time he had a revelation which became the cornerstone of his future teachings. He felt God saying to him “Don't kill yourself. You will be ok. You are ok. This very struggle will enable you to help others in the future.” The message for him was that precisely where he felt most wounded, God would use him most powerfully. So he bucked the authority of theologians and psychiatrists, and “took a chance on God.” In that choice, he opened up a portal for innumerable people to pass through. Those of us who don't have the fullness of John's faith have his to lean on.
So John began to build a vision of an embracing Christianity for LGBT people. And over the ensuing years, he watched his work attacked step by step by the Vatican. Cardinal Ratzinger, the man who is now Pope, dealt the final blow, completely severing him from the Jesuit community where he had lived and served for the last forty years. Providentially, this gave John the freedom to develop and articulate the fullness of his teachings without Church censorship. John says that gay liberation emerged out of the heart of the world for its healing. I say that John's message emerged out of the heart of gay liberation for the world's healing.
This revelation informs all his teachings; that at the heart of every struggle, every wound, is the blessing of God's privative presence. (Privation paradoxically signifies “presence in absence.”) The experience of privation leads to a deep, painful longing for greater presence; in John's words, a homesickness for God. Thus John felt guided to seek out the places of the greatest pain in himself and in the world, and then to discern how the divine was manifesting exactly there. I've experienced this ability of John's many times. In our spiritual direction, I'd talk about something which was causing me pain, and when we were done, I'd feel a sense of God's presence right in the heart of my struggle. In my experience, John's insights are powerful because they are lit from within by his bond with Spirit.
I see John holding his sadness with a quality of sweet grace. He never stops leaning on God. He sees himself, in Henri Nouwen's terms, as, “a wounded healer.” The capacity to take a chance on God is what has allowed John to come through such shame, punishment and loss and turn it into a breathtaking passageway of liberation for our community, transforming wounds into wisdom.
Another of John's gifts, so evident in this book, is his constant remembrance of the importance of authentic intimacy in human love and in our relationship with God. His insights have been a map out of sadness for me, through his nonstop reminder to choose love and community in my life. John brings everything back to the importance of human love. John's life is defined in the most central way by his relationship to Charlie, his partner of over 41 years. Having the love of Charlie is his major proof of God's goodness in his life.
When I was considering adopting a child as a single father, I was terrified, and wondered if I was mad to be taking on such a responsibility. John encouraged me--intensely--to follow through. My son is six now, and his presence in my life is a gift beyond telling. In the same way, John pulls us to real intimacy with God. He doesn't just teach us that God loves Gay people. He invites us to develop a radically personal relationship where we share our woundedness and our joy with Her/Him, allowing Spirit to heal our psychic trauma and fuel our love of life; an intimacy where we, too, fall backward into His arms.
John is not a proponent of “Spirituality Lite.” The challenge in his work is what makes it so exciting. John says:
“When I think a thought and it makes my heart go aflame, when my heart burns with joy, anticipation and hope, then I know it is a message from God.”
He challenges each of us to find our own message, a fierce and thrilling challenge, where the rubber meets the road. The choice to come out as our authentic self is often incredibly hard, and John kindly but bluntly challenges us to follow our own inner discernment over any authority. His uses of discernment are some of the most powerful psycho-spiritual tools I have seen in my years as a psychotherapist and spiritual seeker. Discernment occurs through noting the moments of emptiness and moments of fullness in our lives. As we connect the dots of what fills us and what leaves us empty, a picture begins to emerge, and it is the picture of our true mission. This process of discernment is what John calls “the complete democratization of spirituality,” where each of us learns to hear and trust the place of “deep peace, quiet and joy,” that signifies the presence of God. When I first met John, I was filled with desire to help gay men, particularly those who didn't follow any organized religion, to develop a living relationship with God. But my insecurities, the bone-deep experience of being the youngest child, the oversensitive one, the gay one, held me back, made me tentative in my expression. John saw what I was trying to do and kept reminding me that this was a mission of worth. His belief in me has been his most stirring gift. I see now, after working with so many other gay men, how many of us must fight that very same battle; claiming our tenderness and sensitivity as gifts of our soul, not sources of shame.
In this book, John explores the role of LGBT people in the world's healing around issues of sex and gender. John believes that each of us has masculine and feminine dimensions within ourselves, whereas the old heterosexist model tells us that we need only embody our traditional gender traits, masculine or feminine, and then look to the opposite sex to fill the empty dimension of ourselves. The queer revolution again puts the locus of revelation directly within us... the rich and constantly new permutations of our gender expression shift naturally between traditional masculine and feminine attributes. As we follow our own inner discernment, these attributes lose their titles, resolving into simply “self.” And this is where LGBT people can lead the way... we have had to risk tremendous loss and even physical safety in order to honor our own sexual discernment. We have had to cross many trip wires of sex and gender taboo that heterosexuals may not have even noticed. And all of this is framed by John in the context of sex as play.
This is what I love most about John's teachings: their quality of celebration. His writing reminds me of La Sagrada Familia in Barcelona, Spain, the astonishing basilica that was the life work of the great Catalan architect Antoni Gaudí. As you climb to the top of this unfinished cathedral, you witness a dizzying number of scenes and images from the Bible. Ascending its long and labyrinthine stairways, you arrive finally at the top; wide open space all around. Nothing is dense anymore. The colorful and joyful spires at the top look like a child's fantasy, proclaiming Hosanna in Excelsis in exuberant script, past all theology... just a soaring song of celebration.
John's writings are rich with scholarship and insight, but what finally stands out is his God of Freedom and Joy. I welcome you to John's beautiful and visionary new book, with my favorite prayer of his:
God, we gays and lesbians are your special children. Grant us such a profound experience of your love that, healed of our wounds, we are free to play our lives in your presence.
Ken Page
Long Beach, NY 2007
Christian revelation, as it came from Jesus, was one of the most sex-positive and body-positive religions in the history of the world. How, then, in just a few centuries did it become such a body- and sex-negative religion and remain so to this day? In the third century Saint Iraneus wrote: Gloria Dei, Homo Vivens, The Glory of God are Humans fully alive! That included being sexually fully alive. This is perhaps the central paradox of Christian history. As Hegel once wrote: “The Owl of Minerva unfolds her wings only at the falling of dusk.” His point was that we can understand a civilization, a period of history or an institution only at its dying stage. It is my belief that Christianity in its present form is dying, along with all the major forms of Patriarchy representing the domination and suppression of the feminine by the masculine. The only way it can be resurrected is to recover and affirm the feminine, which will allow the Church once again to proclaim the body- and sex-positive message revealed by God. In a lecture in Hyde Park a man in his audience called out to G. K. Chesterton, “Don't you know that after two thousand years Christianity has failed”? “On the contrary,” Chesterton replied, “It has not been tried yet!” This certainly is true in the area of sexuality.
The Use of Scripture
How did God intend us humans to use God's gift of sexuality? There are two primary sources we can use to try to answer that question. The first primary source is Scripture, the Old and the New Testaments. What did God reveal about God's intentions for human sexuality in Scripture? In the document from the Second Vatican Council, The Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation, we are warned that we cannot make a simplistic conclusion from the translated words of Scripture without some scholarly knowledge of the background of the passage:
Since God speaks in sacred Scripture through men in a human fashion, the interpreter of sacred Scripture, in order to see clearly what God wanted to communicate to us, should carefully investigate what meaning the sacred writers really intended, and what God wanted to manifest by means of their words. (The Documents of Vatican 11, ed. Walter M. Abbott, S.J. (New York: American Press, 1966).
We are fortunate to live in an age where scriptural scholarship has made that meaning more available to us than any time in the past 2000 years.
Whenever Scripture deals with sexual issues we must use what feminist scholars call “a hermeneutic of suspicion.” Very frequently these passages have been mistranslated to meet the prejudice of the translator. We will deal with several such passages.
The Use Of Personal Experience
The second primary source we have to try to discern God's will for human sexuality is our own experience. At the Last Supper, Jesus promised to send every one of us his Holy Spirit who would dwell in our hearts and lead us into all truth. Each of us, then, have direct access to the knowledge of God's will for us through the Spirit dwelling in our hearts. This has lead to the ancient Christian practice of discernment of spirits. This practice presupposes that we have made a commitment to try to live in as close a union with God's Spirit as possible. God speaks to us through our hearts, that is to say, through our emotions. If we place an action in harmony with Christ's indwelling Spirit we will experience deep peace and joy. On the contrary, if we place an action that separates us from the indwelling Spirit of God, we will know anxiety and depression. Thus there is a direct feedback to us in all our actions, including our sexual activity, which helps us to discern what is or is not in harmony with the Spirit of God dwelling in our hearts.
Consequently, we have this two-pronged approach to help us answer the question what is God's plan for human sexuality. The first is a search, with the help of scriptural scholars, for what God has revealed through the sacred authors of Scripture about human sexuality. The second is by a prayerful discernment of what the Spirit of God dwelling in our hearts is telling us directly through our experience. Where there is a correlation between what we learn from Scripture about God's plan and what our personal experience is telling us, then we have the closest we can come to certainty about God's purpose for our sexuality.
The Eloist Version of Creation
Most readers of the Bible are not aware that there are two distinct versions of creation in the pages of Genesis which give two very different interpretations of God's purpose in creating humans as sexual. Both accounts agree in seeing human sexuality as good. “God saw all he had made, and indeed it was very good” (Gen 1:31). The first account (Gen: 1 and 2; 4), is from the Priestly tradition and refers to God under the name Elohim. This tradition reads back into the creation account the special procreative covenant that God made with his chosen people, Israel. “So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him, male and female he created them.” (Gen1:27). This statement has led to a century old dispute as to whether the image of God is to be found in the individual as such or can only be found in the male and female united in marriage. (I will deal with this dispute in my chapter dealing with the dialectic between the masculine and the feminine in history.)
This account clearly indicates that the divine purpose in creating sexual differentiation was procreation. The first covenant recorded in the bible that God made with humanity was a procreative covenant between God and his chosen people. “And God blessed them and said to them: “Be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth and subdue it...” God promised his chosen people that if they kept the procreative covenant, from among their descendents would come the Messiah.
We should keep in mind the pro-fertility bent of the Old Testament authors was due to under-population, with the result that any willful destruction of viable seed such as masturbation was looked on as a serious crime. Masturbation had the same significance and moral weight in the Old Testament as abortion does today. The seed emitted by the male was thought to contain a fully formed human being. The female was understood as a purely passive receptacle for the male seed. Another factor influencing the Old Testament understanding of homosexual activity was the strong Hebrew stress on preserving the family name through progeny. In fact, participation in God's covenant with the chosen people depended on having children. One of the worst curses that could befall a Jewish male was sterility. In most of the Old Testament there was little or no emphasis on personal immortality. That will change dramatically with Isaiah.
Thus it was the sacred duty of every Jewish male to marry and have as many children as possible. In fact, in Deuteronomy, there is an explicit exclusion from the people of God of any male who became a eunuch. “A man whose testicles have been crushed or whose adult male member has been cut off must not be admitted to the assembly of Yahweh.” (Deut: 23:2). It is evident that from a Christian perspective this procreative covenant came to an end with the birth of Jesus, the Messiah. In fact, in the Acts of the Apostles, the account of the baptism of the Ethiopian Eunuch was a clear revelation that all those who are sexually different and cannot procreate have a special place in the new covenant community.
The Yahwist Version of Creation
The second account of creation contained in Gen 2:5 and the rest of the chapter attributed to the author who refers to God as Yahweh is much more ancient, dating back to 950 B.C. In this account God's purpose in creating sexual differentiation is not associated with procreation; rather, the purpose was companionship and a cure for loneliness. “Then the Lord God said: ‘it is not good that the man should be alone. I will make him a helper fit for him.' ” Or to bring the translation up to date: “It is not good that a human be alone. Every human needs a companion of his or her own kind!” There is no mention in this account of procreation, thus, mutual love and fulfillment is equally a biblical norm for human sexuality. This second norm allowed Christian marriage to take place between two humans incapable of procreation. Christian tradition tended over the centuries to subordinate this purpose to the procreative purpose, making procreation primary and companionship secondary. It was not until Vatican II in 1966 that the Catholic Church recognized the companionship purpose as coequal with procreation. This purpose can be fulfilled in a gay or lesbian sexual relationship.
Putting Human Sexuality In Human Hands For Human purposes
Surprisingly, the primary message of the Old Testament concerning human sexuality was an effort to secularize human sexuality, i.e. separate our sexuality from divine worship and place it in human hands for human purposes. The pagan religions that were contemporary with Judaism used human sexuality as a part of divine worship. The pagan gods and goddesses were thought of as sexual beings who wanted to be worshipped in sexual ways. Most temples had their sacred prostitutes, male and female. It was believed that by having sex with the sacred prostitute, one gave pleasure to the god or goddesses and would be granted the blessing one requested. The primary expression of this belief was in fertility worship. Orgies were held in the fields to seek the blessing of rain. The maypole around which the celebrants danced was usually a phallic symbol. There is a continuous polemic in the Old Testament by the Yahwist author against this kind of fertility worship. For example, Exodus 32 tells the story of the Israelites turning back to idol worship and fertility rites while Moses is on Mount Sinai receiving the Ten Commandments from Yahweh. They molded an idol of a golden calf from their jewelry. Notice that the idol they worshiped was an animal. Fertility worship usually involved dehumanizing sexual activity and returning it to the depersonalized animal level, much as Playboy tries to reduce women to animals by having them wear bunny costumes. Their animal identity frees their sex partners of any human restraints. “And so, early the next day they offered holocausts and brought communion sacrifices, then all the people sat down to eat and drink, and afterwards got up to amuse themselves (Exodus 32: 6).” At that moment, Moses descended from Mount Sinai with the Ten Commandments, the first of which read: “I am the Lord, your God. You shall not worship any other God.” When Moses saw their fertility rite going on, in fury he smashed the stone tablets of the Ten Commandments. Moses then called on the Levitical priesthood to punish the people for idol worship and, we are told, three thousand were killed.
Noah And His Sons
The theme of fertility worship occurs again in the story of Noah and the flood. Peter Ellis in his book The Yahwist: The Bible's First Theologian offers an interesting and suggestive thesis. The story of the flood is immediately preceded by a reference to the “sons of God lusting after the daughters of men.”
The Yahwist's audience would certainly recognize in the story an illusion to the belief of the Canaanite religion that by means of sacred prostitution--sexual intercourse with male and female prostitutes at the Canaanite shrines--it was possible to enter into special relationship with the god or goddess represented by the sacred prostitute.
In the punishment, which flows from the fornication of the sons of God with the daughters of men, the rains come with a vengeance. The floods cover the earth, and everything on its fertile surface is swept away by cleansing waters.
One aspect of the story of the flood throws a strong light on the Jewish people's attitude toward homosexuality. According to J. Edgar Brun, the ultimate “that” of the wrongness of homosexual activity in Israelites' eyes can best be discerned in the account of Noah and his sons after the flood (Gen. 9:18-27). The present text states that after the first grape harvest Noah got drunk and was lying naked in his tent. His son Ham came in “and looked at his nakedness.” It is obvious by what follows that Ham's sin involved something more than just a violation of modesty of the eyes. The second part of that story has obviously been expurgated and revised. The Hebrew of the text makes it quite clear that Ham did not merely look at his father but actually did something to him. Yet although Ham was the wrongdoer, Canaan, his son, is the person cursed. Brun believes the story was undoubtedly an anti-Egyptian polemic and searches to reconstruct it with an episode in the Egyptian epic entitled The Contending of Horus and Seth (XL:3-4)
Horus was the posthumous son and heir of the God Osiris, the primordial king and giver of life. He was invited by his uncle Seth to spend a day. Seth's real motive was not to show him hospitality but to disqualify him from inheriting his father's royal power. To this end, Seth got Horus drunk; while Horus slept Seth committed an act of sodomy upon him. Since sodomy was inflicted on a defeated enemy and was a symbol of domination, Seth could then claim that he had conquered Horus and demand the kingship in his place.
Brun claims that the original biblical story followed the same line: “By committing sodomy on his father who was the ancestor of all men after the flood... Ham (Egypt) could also claim the right to dominate all mankind.” (J Edgar Brun, “Old Testament History and the Development of a Sexual Ethic,” The New Morality (Philadelphia: Westminster Press). The revision, which omits any explicit reference to a sexual act and makes Canaan the recipient of Noah's curse, was prompted by the fact that the Canaanites had become the immediate threat to Israel's political and religious survival. Brun notes that the Jewish retelling of the story reverses the original judgment of the Egyptian story. Ham (Canaan) who commits the sodomy, instead of winning dominion, is condemned to roam the earth as a nomad and never have any dominion whatsoever.
The Egyptian pharaoh, when he sat on his throne, put his feet on a footstool on which were carved representatives of all the tribes the pharaoh had conquered. The official wording on that footstool for the Pharaoh's dominion was that “The Pharaoh has anally penetrated his enemies.” During their captivity in Egypt, Egyptian soldiers systematically sodomized every adult Jewish male as an expression of contempt, scorn and domination. The same practice of anally sodomizing captives continues today amid nomad tribes in the Near East. The most famous case is that of Lawrence of Arabia.
Brun suggests that the principal reason the Israelites regarded homosexual practices as an abomination was that “They too viewed sodomy as an expression of scorn, where the dignity of the male was a primary consideration, voluntary acts of a homosexual nature could not be tolerated. Both parties would then be undermining the very foundation of a patriarchal society; the one because he uses another as a woman; the other because he allows himself to be used as a women. The dignity of the male is dishonored by both.”
This understanding led to the law in The Holiness Code: “If any man uses another man as a woman, let them both be put to death!” Notice that if the sodomy was an act of rape, both the perpetrator and the victim would be executed. It is obvious too that the law is not based on a moral judgment on same sex activity. There is no law condemning same sex acts between two women. And there is no law condemning a sexual act between two men who intend that act to be an expression of love and affection. The next law condemns any woman who has sex with an animal to be put to death. We must remember that all the Patriarchs had harems. King David is recorded as having a thousand wives. There is no condemnation if these women took care of each other's sexual needs.
This means that the primary reason for the strong condemnation of homosexuality in the Old Testament was the presumption of male superiority and contempt for everything feminine and had nothing to do with a moral judgment against same sex activity. A famous Jewish prayer to be recited daily by every male was: “Thank God I was not born a woman.” Consequently, the deepest root of the homophobia of the Old Testament is feminaphobia, a profound fear and contempt of all things feminine. The most important cure for this form of homophobia, which still exists today, is women's liberation to a full and equal stature with men in human society, a liberation that has been strongly in process for the past fifty years.
Sodomy
In July 2003, the Supreme Court of the United States struck down all sodomy laws on the books in the United States against the protests of most conservative church institutions. The lesbian and gay community responded with relief and gratitude for its liberation from 2000 years of unjust legal persecution. Thus, a secular institution, rather than the Church, finally achieved justice and showed compassion for persecuted gay people. The single most important factor in the Western Christian tradition condemning homosexual practices and leading to two millennia of persecution and suffering of the gay minority was the false interpretation given to the Sodom and Gomorrah story (Gen 19:4-11). The Institutional Church taught, and people universally believed, on what they held to be excellent authority, that homosexual practices had brought divine vengeance upon the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah, and that the repetition such “offenses against nature” had from time to time provoked similar visitations of divine wrath in the form of earthquakes, floods, famine, plagues, war, etc. It was taken for granted that the sin for which the seven cities of the plain were destroyed was the habitual indulgence of perverse homosexual practices, especially anal penetration, among men. This gave the civil state the right and obligation to pass laws making all homosexual activities illegal in order to protect the state against God's just judgment. This was a primary factor in transforming the Christian understanding of God into a god of fear more like Baal than the Christian revelation of a God of love.
What was the sin of Sodom and Gomorrah and what did God intend to reveal about human sexuality in this story? Two primary themes of the Yahwist author of Genesis are intertwined in this narrative. The first of these themes has to do with the virtue of hospitality and the second has to do with the Yahwist polemic against fertility worship.
For an understanding of the development of the Sodom and Gomorrah story it is important to place it in the context of the legends of a similar character from the same period. Many of these legends tell of a stranger (sometimes a divine being in disguise) who visits a prosperous city and is refused hospitality. He eventually finds lodging, often with poor outcasts. Consequently, he helps his hosts escape before the city and its inhabitants are destroyed. The most famous of these legends is Ovid's account of Philemon and Baucis. These legends account for the particular form the Sodom story itself assumed during the course of its oral transmission prior to being written down. The conduct which brings judgment upon the offending community is never specifically sexual, but always wickedness in general, and, in particular, pride and inhospitality.
Throughout the Old Testament, Sodom is referred to as a symbol of utter destruction occasioned by sins of such wickedness as to merit exemplary punishment. However nowhere in the Old Testament is that sin identifies explicitly with homosexual behavior. In Ezekiel 26, 40-50, we read: “Behold! this was the sin of your sister Sodom, she and her daughters (there were seven cities of the plain that were destroyed) lived in pride, plenty and thoughtless ease; they supported not the poor and the needy, they grew haughty, and committed abominations before me; so I swept them away, as you have seen.”
A confirmation of the interpretation of the primary sin of Sodom and Gomorrah as inhospitality occurs in the teaching of Jesus in the New Testament (Lk, 10:10-13) where Jesus is recorded as discussing the problem of the inhospitable reception of his disciples: “But whenever you come to a town and they do not welcome you, go out into the open streets and say: The very dust of your town that sticks to our feet we wipe off in protest. But understand this: The Kingdom of God is at hand! I tell you, on that day Sodom will fare better than that town!”
Jesus clearly understood the sin of Sodom was inhospitality to the stranger. A negative proof occurs by that fact that wherever so-called homosexual acts are condemned there is never any mention of Sodom and Gomorrah
Prior to the story of Sodom in Genesis, a passage dealing with Abraham, the biblical author insists on the importance of hospitality in winning God's favor. When the angelic messengers are on their way to deliver judgment on Sodom, they pass Abraham's tent at an oasis in the desert. The quality of Abraham as a good man worthy of God's blessing is dramatically established by his hospitable reception of the strangers.
Raising his eyes, he saw three men standing near him. On seeing them, he ran from the door of his tent to meet them, and bowing to the ground said: “Oh Sirs, if perchance I find favor with you, please do not pass by without stopping with your servant. Let a little water be brought to wash your feet, and stretch yourselves out under the tree, while I fetch a bit of food that you may refresh yourselves. Afterwards you may proceed on your way, since you will have paid your servant a visit.” (Gen. 18:1-5)
It should be noted that the hospitality to a stranger in the desert could easily be a matter of life and death. Because of Abraham's hospitality, the angelic strangers bless his wife Sarah with fertility, although she is already ninety years old. The clear message of this passage is that God blesses those who are hospitable to strangers with fertility. Human works of compassion and mercy bring God's blessing but acts of fertility worship of idols brings with it divine punishment.
Fertility Worship
This brings us to the second strand of the Sodom story, the condemnation of pagan fertility rites. The quality of Lot, Abraham's relative in Sodom, as a good man worthy of God's favor is established in contrast to the other inhabitants of Sodom by his hospitality to the same strangers, in terms strongly reminiscent of the story of the disciples of Emmaus in John's gospel.
The two angels arrived in Sodom in the evening while Lot was sitting at the gate of Sodom. When Lot saw them he rose to greet them, bowing his face to the ground and saying: “If you please, Sirs, come over to your servant's house to pass the night and wash your feet.” But they said: “No, we will pass the night in the open.” He pressed them so strongly, however, that they went over to his house, where he prepared a feast for them, and baked unleavened bread for them to eat. (Gen. 19:1-3)
At this point in the narrative the second strand in the story begins, the condemnation of fertility worship. The Sodomites surround Lot's house and demand that Lot “bring them (Lot's visitors) out to us that we may know them!” Remember that these strangers are referred to as angelic visitors. We have a strong suggestion here that the Sodomites are involved in fertility rites and wanted to use the angelic visitors as temple prostitutes. That we are not dealing with homosexuality, same sex activity here is made patently clear by Lot's response to the Sodomites: “Please, my friends, be not so depraved. I have two daughters who have never had intercourse with a man. Let me bring them out to you that you may do with them what you will; only do nothing to these men, inasmuch as they have come under the shelter of my roof.” (Gen. 19:7-8)
There are two convictions in Lot's speech. The first is the absolute sacredness of the guest (the law of hospitality) and the absolute dignity of the male sex to the point were the honor and the life of the women of the family are regarded as expendable.
The Crime of Gibeah
In the account of the crime of Gibeah in the Book of Judges (19: 1-21, 25), the inhabitants of Gibeah make an identical request of the stranger visiting the town. In this instance, however, the stranger releases his female consort to the crowd, and they so misuse her sexually that the stranger finds her dead on the threshold in the morning. At a consequent gathering of the tribes of Israel, the stranger makes clear what the crime of Gibeah was:
“To Gibeah, which belongs to the Benjamin, I came with my consort to spend the night; but the citizens of Gibeah rose against me. Me they intended to kill, and my consort they ravished, so that she died.” (Judg.20:4-6)
In the crime of Gibeah, not only was sexual rape involved, but also the design to murder the stranger. As punishment for this crime, Yahweh called on the other tribes of Israel to wipe the tribe of Benjamin off the face of the earth.
The story continues that the angelic visitors protected Lot and the next morning ordered him and his family to leave the city. The prayers for rain were answered by Yahweh with a rain of fire and brimstone which destroyed all life and left the area infertile for ever. When Lot's wife looks back, she is transformed into a pillar of salt, another symbol of infertility.
Philo's Interpretation of Sodom and Gomorrah
The first writings to identify the sin of Sodom with homosexual practices in general--the writings which probably had the most decisive influence on early Christian tradition--were those of Philo, dating from the middle of the first century A.D. and those of Josephus from around the year A.D. 96. The first recorded instance of a homosexual coitus connotation being clearly attributed to the Hebrew word yadha, “to know” in the text from Genesis occurs in Philo's Quaet. Et Salut. In Genesis V: 31-37where yahda is interpreted as “servile, lawless, and unseemly pederasty.” The association of the wickedness of Sodom with the lawlessness of the Gentiles has become identified with the pederasty of Greek culture.
In his work De Abrahamo, Philo reads all the evils of first century Alexandria back into the story of Sodom:
The land of the Sodomites was brimful of innumerable iniquities, particularly such as arise from gluttony and lewdness.... The inhabitants owed this extreme license to the never-failing lavishness of their sources of wealth.... Incapable of bearing such satiety... they threw off from their necks the law of nature, and applied themselves to deep drinking of strong liquor and dainty feeding and forbidden forms of intercourse. Not only in their mad lust for women did they violate the marriages of their neighbors, but also men mounted males without respect for the sex nature which the active partner shares with the passive, and so when they tried to beget children they were discovered to be incapable of any but a sterile seed. Yet the discovery availed them not, so much stronger was the force of their lust, which mastered them, as little by little they accustomed those who were by nature men to play the part of women, they saddled them with the formidable curse of a female disease. For not only did they emasculate their bodies, but also they worked a further degeneration in their souls, and, as far as in them lay, were corrupting the whole of mankind.
Most of the prevalent myths and prejudices concerning male homosexuality find expression here, such as the myth of effeminacy--the idea that homosexuals must choose to play the active-masculine role or the passive-feminine role, that homosexuals recruit others, that there are specific diseases associated with homosexuality. There is no concept of a homosexual relationship based on the mutual love of the persons. When we turn to the Fathers of the Christian Church, there is no doubt whatever that they accepted without question that the sin of the Sodomites was their particular and inordinate addiction to homosexual practices, particularly pederasty, and it was for this reason that God punished them. In the Apostolic Constitutions we read: Thou shalt not corrupt boys: for this wickedness is contrary to nature and arose from Sodom.” The Old Testament authors and Jesus himself identified the primary sin of Sodom with inhospitality to the stranger. We are dealing here with one of the supremely ironic paradoxes of history. For two thousand years in the Christian west, homosexuals have been the victims of inhospitable treatment. Condemned by the Church, they have been the victims of persecution, denial of civil rights, torture and even death. In the name of a mistaken identity of the crime of Sodom and Gomorrah, the true crime has been --and continues to be--repeated ever after.
The Positive Treatment of Same Sex Relations in the Old Testament
Every text that refers to homosexual activity with a judgment of condemnation also refers to aggravating circumstances such as idolatry, sacred prostitution, promiscuity, violent rape, seduction of children and violation of guests' rights. Nowhere is there a specific text that rejects all homosexual activity as such independent of these circumstances. On the contrary, in a few instances where a loving homosexual relation is presented it is dealt with approval and respect. The most important example of this is the story of David and Jonathan in 1 Samuel.
In Chapter 18, we are told: “After David had finished talking to Saul, Jonathan's soul became closely bound to David's.... Jonathan made a pact with David to love him as his own soul; he took off the cloak he was wearing and gave it to David, and his armor too, even his sword, his bow and his belt.” The Scripture goes on to report that Saul became jealous of David and attempted to kill him. Failing in that attempt, Saul plotted to have David killed in battle. Later in the story when Jonathan came out to visit David in hiding, we read: “The kissed each other and both shed many tears.” My Hebrew scholar friends pointed out to me that the Hebrew text says “they released themselves” and could with equal validity be translated: “They ejaculated.” The story ends with David's lament for Jonathan when he learns of his death:
O Jonathan, in your death I am stricken,
I am desolate for you, Jonathan my brother,
Very dear to me you were,
Your love to me more wonderful
Than the love of a woman.
There is no condemnation connected to this beautiful statement of an intense interpersonal love relation.
The second example is taken from the book of Ruth, the story of Ruth and Naomi. When Naomi was forced to leave for a new home she urged her servant Ruth to leave her, but Ruth responded:
Do not press me to leave you and to turn back from your company;
For wherever you go, I shall go.
Wherever you live, I will live.
Your people shall be my people,
And your God, my God.
Wherever you die, I will die
And there I will be buried.
May Yahweh do this thing to me
And more also,
If ever death should come between us.
This pact of loving friendship between two women has become the primary biblical model for lesbian relations.
No doubt the definitive revelation of how God intended human sexuality to be exercised in the Old Testament is to be found in the story of the two gardens. James Nelson points out in his book, Between Two Gardens: Reflections on Sexuality and Religious Experience, the period in which we live today falls between the time of the Garden of Eden depicted in Genesis 2 and the post-Redemption erotic garden depicted in the Song of Songs. A careful reading of Genesis 2 leaves no doubt that God intended all expressions of human sexuality to be expressions of human play. Play and sexual love have always been closely linked. The ancient Sanskrit term for coitus, kridaratnam, translates literally as “the jewel of all games.”
In Genesis, before sin entered their world, humans are pictured as perfectly at home in that world and as completely accepting their bodies and the body's erotic dimension. There was no body-soul dualism. They had no trouble integrating sex into their loving companionship with each other in the presence of a loving God. But then sin entered their world. As a result of sin humans became ashamed of and alienated from their bodies. They objectified their own and others' bodies as sexual objects subject to lust and contempt. Sexual activity was transformed from a joy-filled play activity to a form of degradation. Our sex lives ceased to be play and became permeated with shame, contempt, insecurity and anxiety, and thus became more like work than play. As Nelson points out, the historical roots of sexual alienation are not difficult to find. They emerged as two intertwining dualisms. Spiritualistic dualism (spirit over body, mind over matter), championed by the Neo-Platonists, this dualism viewed the immortal spirit as a temporary prisoner in a mortal, corruptible body. The good life and, indeed, salvation requires escape from the flesh into spirit. Sexist or patriarchal dualism (man over woman), which is the twin of spiritualism, involves the systematic subordination of women in interpersonal relations, in institutions, in thought forms and in religious life. But the two dualisms became inextricably intertwined as men assumed to themselves superiority in spirit and reason while identifying women with body, earthiness, irrationality and instability.
As Sebastian Moore points out in his book Jesus: Liberator of Desire, Adam and Eve are portrayed in Genesis as being ashamed of their mortal bodies and their sexuality. They wanted to disembody themselves and become pure spirits like God. To rescue us from that sin of pride and redeem us, the Word became flesh and God gave us the gift of immortal bodies through resurrection with Christ rather than the human effort to become immortal souls by our own efforts and by disowning the body.
A central part of God's redemptive plan in Christ was to overcome all alienations and restore the integrity and playfulness of human sexuality. In his book, Song of Love: A Biblical Understanding of Sex, Helmut Gollwitzer points out that a redeemed, wholesome, and playful human sexuality is portrayed beautifully in the biblical text of the Song of Songs. Gollwitzer notes that the love extolled in this text is an illicit love. The lovers are not married and are of different races. (In fact, some scholars argue that there is some reason to suspect that the two lovers are two men in a gay relation. I will deal with this later.)
Look, says the Bible, see these two lovers, how they delight in each other, each pleased with the body of the other. How excited they are as they gaze at the full length of the other's naked body. How they yearn for night to come so that they can embrace and be united. They are Adam and Eve in paradise, free of shame, in the happiness of sex. This is the way it was intended.... How could you possibly regard this as sinful? Why would you equate sexuality with immorality? Look at how all there senses are brought into play--seeing, hearing, smelling, tasting, touching! This sensuality is the morality of their love because it is a love, as God wants it to be, a fully human love, planned for human beings.
There is nothing subhuman or animal about it, no relic of the earthly to be painfully endured, as if we have to strive to become purely spiritual beings. Nothing is so unlike the animal as human sexuality. It is not confined to periods of being in heat, nor does it merely serve the continuation of the species. It is not limited to the specific genital activity of procreation but encompasses the entire person in an act of complete concentration on and attention to the sex partner.
Gollwitzer points out that even if the Song of Songs extols an illicit form of love, outside an extrinsically imposed set of rules, it does not give us carte blanche to engage in a totally unstructured and uninhibited sexuality. There is a structure present in the sexuality of Song of Songs, but it is a structure that is no longer legalistic and repressive, but rather based in the nature of what it means to be human and compatible with the true freedom of the Gospels. That structure is identical with the conditions that make a human action play. At this point then, to understand ideal human sexual activity, we must undertake an analysis of work and play.
Human Sexuality as a Form of Play
In the Gospels, liberation is always a sign of the presence of the Holy Spirit, the Spirit of Love. Wherever and whenever true human liberation occurs, we can be certain of the presence and the activity of God's Spirit. Let us reflect on one type of human liberation implied in God's gift of his spirit of love--liberation from the “work ethic” so that a spirit of play may take its place.
The Work Ethic
One of the deepest values of American culture is the work ethic. The value judgment that accompanies this ethic is that our value as human beings lies in the work we do. We have to earn our value through our work. That work has frequently been understood in the past, in a very narrow sense, as the production of material goods. The logical conclusion of this kind of thinking is that our moral goodness depends on our willingness to commit ourselves to duty for its own sake in the form of difficult and dehumanizing work. Immanuel Kant, for example, was convinced that our worst distraction from moral duty was the search for pleasure and happiness.
The work ethic is so much a part of our culture and of ourselves that leisure time causes us very real difficulty. The average American feels very guilty when he or she is unemployed or on vacation. Perhaps for a few days they regard their leisure as valuable because it prepares them to return to work with renewed energy and enthusiasm. But any leisure beyond what is strictly necessary produces deep-seated feelings of uselessness, guilt and self-condemnation. A dramatic example is the common experience of retired persons who literally lose their will to live once their regular employment in the community is ended.
Perhaps the most dramatic expression of the work ethic in recent history was the directive sent by the Emperor Joseph of Belgium in the early 1900s to the administrators of the Belgium territory of the Congo. In this directive, he pointed out that the basis of all civilization was, in his opinion, the spirit of work. Consequently, if he were to fulfill his duty of civilizing the Congo, he must teach the natives the spirit of work. He, therefore, ordered that the natives be gathered together into work camps, where they would be assigned daily quotas of work, such as gathering so many pounds of latex or laying so many miles of railroad ties. If anyone failed to execute his or her daily quota, drastic penalties were to be applied, such as the amputation of a hand.
A stark contrast to the emperor's attitude may be seen in a Pygmy community from the rain forests of Africa who were featured in a recent television documentary. These people rose at dawn and did about an hour's work, such as gathering fruit, preparing meals and repairing the thatched roofs of their huts, which was all the work they had to do to obtain the necessities of life. All the rest of the day they played. They held ceremonial dances and set up contests to see who could swing the farthest on jungle vines. This people's philosophy of life, or rather their theology, involved the belief that they were children of a loving divine father who enjoyed their play. Thus their play was the most important element in their lives. Through joyous play they manifested their gratitude to God for their existence. If one of them was to become anxious and began to collect more bananas than he needed for the day and hoard things and have no time for play, his neighbors would think that he was sick or had lost his faith and trust in their god.
These were the people that the Emperor Joseph thought had to be taught the value of work. But the only way to do so was to destroy their theology, their belief that their God loved them for what they are and not for what they do. One would also have to destroy their psychological health, that is, their confidence in their self-worth. They would have to learn to be anxious about their value as people and feel that they must somehow prove themselves by what they can produce in the way of practical results through hard work to be worthy of God's love. Human work behavior is always based in anxiety, and all anxiety, as Bishop Fulton Sheen was fond of saying, is a form of atheism.
The work ethic reached its culmination in American culture where it fused with the frontier spirit, Native (or American) Pragmatism and American Puritanism. Certainly, this ethic served a purpose as long as the average life span was just above thirty-five and we were busy meeting the challenge of the frontier in our collective effort to build a great industrial nation. Today, however, the work ethic is running into a number of inherent contradictions. These contradictions, which will become progressively more manifest in time, are all connected with the cybernetic revolution. For the first time in its history, humanity has the means to turn over most of the real work of providing food, clothing and shelter to machines. The vast majority of new jobs today are in the field of human services. The contradiction lies in the fact that our psychology is still caught up in the work ethic, although the amount of work we do and the time devoted to it has been and in all likelihood will continue to be reduced dramatically. In my lifetime, the workweek has been reduced from a ten hour, six-day week to an eight hour, five-day week. Further reduction is resisted strenuously because of the work ethic. In many European nations the workweek has already been reduced to a ten-hour, four day week and vacation time has been increased to two months. We begin work much later in life. We retire much earlier. And we live much longer. As a result, the time we have for leisure and play has greatly increased.
Another contradiction in the work ethic is that it holds up affluence and leisure as goals in order to motivate people to work harder, when the very achievement of these goals leads to a sense of loss of personal value and the ostensible reward becomes more of a curse than a blessing. The practice of giving the retiring employee a gold watch at the time when he will least need it seems ironic indeed.
The greatest flaw in the work ethic is that it deprives us of the ability to live in the present moment and renders us victims of the tyranny of time. When one is working, the activity is not meaningful in itself but only in terms of what comes after... the money earned, the leisure or success or prestige gained. We endure the drudgery of the present in hope of what the future will bring.
One's whole life can be caught up in this attitude with the result that the quality of life is seriously diminished. The high-school student waits for graduation, the college student waits for graduate school, the graduate student waits for a job, the worker waits for a vacation, the vacationer waits to go back to work, and the veteran worker waits for retirement. Our whole life may be spent waiting for what comes next. Then death intervenes and in a way, it can be said that we never really existed, because we never found time to do something for its own sake, that is to say we never played.
The Curse of Work
The fundamental theological myth concerning work in Christian culture is found in Genesis, where the first humans are portrayed as living in the Garden of Eden, in paradise. There, like the pygmies in the rain forest, they played in the presence of God. But then they sinned, and the curse visited on them because of that sin was the loss of an awareness of God's loving presence. They became anxious and were told: “with sweat on your brow shall you eat your bread.” (Gen.3:19). In other words, the need to work was a result of their sin.
From this viewpoint the whole history of humanity to the present day can be understood as a progressive effort, based in the blood, sweat and tears of our ancestors, to liberate us from the curse of work. Today, because of the cybernetic revolution we stand on the threshold of that day of liberation. In any case, work was originally understood as a curse based on sin, but the work ethic distorts the curse into a blessing and tries to keep humanity subject to that curse in an age where liberation has become a distinct possibility.
Another essential aspect of the work ethic is that it leads to the subordination of persons to things. The work ethic demands that we judge our value on the basis of our productivity. Our relations with persons are considered secondary and largely irrelevant. Recent political proposals to reform welfare are frequently based on a dramatic appeal to the American work ethic. The welfare system is being reformed by forcing massive numbers of people back into the job market.
The interesting aspect of the proposed reform is that the mother on welfare, who stays at home and dedicates herself entirely to raising her children, to developing their personalities and serving their needs, is not considered to be making a worthwhile contribution to the community. The proposal that was voted in by a large majority in Congress was that welfare mothers be forced to leave their home in order to work and their children be placed in day care. This same kind of prejudice in the past is evident in the inferior salaries paid to teachers, nurses, social workers, anyone who provides human services but do not work with things.
This subordination of persons to things is built into the very fabric of our society; we often hear of one or another American industry demanding the same sort of loyalty from its employees that one would expect from a member of the family. Yet once the individual can no longer make profitable contribution, industry no longer feels any reciprocal loyalty. In recent years, especially, many people have been laid off just one year before they were eligible for retirement. And Chairmen of the Board have been amply rewarded with bonuses for their ruthlessness in such behavior. The only family many businesses resemble is the Eskimo family of old, where the day grandmother's teeth gave out and she could no longer chew the sealskins, she was put out on an ice shelf and bid a tearful goodbye.
It is instructive to recall the book which was one time the bible of the aspiring young American businessman, Dale Carnegie's How to Win Friends and Influence People. This book, in my mind, should rate as the most immoral book ever written. What I understand to be its message is that one should pretend genuine interest in other persons, not for their own sake, but in order to use them. This is precisely the meaning of the word hypocrisy. One practices smiling, saying the right thing and pretending to have the same interests in order to win the other's confidence and make a sale. One's object is to selfishly get ahead in life even by deception where necessary. This book was written totally within the context of the work ethic.
Gay and lesbian people are particularly susceptible to becoming victims of the work ethic. Having been taught from childhood that their difference is somehow bad and makes them unworthy of love and acceptance, gay people frequently feel that they must outperform all their peers in order to compensate. Workaholism based on anxiety has been a common disease in the lesbian and gay community.
What, then, is the alternative to the work ethic? The opposite of work is not sloth or inactivity; rather, it is play. Play should be understood as a basic form of human activity, irreducible to anything else.
Most analysts of play make the mistake of reducing it to a means to something else, and that ‘something else' is usually work. This is the case with the type of psychological study that attempts to explain children's play behavior as an instinctual process whereby they learn to cope with reality, a preparatory behavior to work wherein one develops new skills. Play certainly achieves this, but if this were the child's conscious intention, that activity would no longer be play.
Because play occupies such an important position in our lives, we would do well to focus our efforts on cultivating the possibility of play within the human community. The first condition necessary for a human activity to be play is that the human activity must be meaningful in itself and not be related to a goal that lies beyond the playful action itself; it must be totally meaningful here and now. A perfect illustration of this quality is the activity of dancing.
This aspect of play also has a close connection with the quality of our interpersonal relationships. If it is impossible for us to live fully in the present moment, then we will never be able to be present fully for anther person. The ability to do so and, consequently, the ability to be fully present for another is probably the primary reason why, when we succeed in playing, we experience such intense joy and fulfillment. Anyone who has met an extraordinary spiritual or saintly person immediately is struck by their ability to be totally present in the here and now to the one they are encountering.
As the German poet Schiller put it, “Humans are only fully human when they play.” Johan Huizinga, in his classic book Homo Ludens: A Study of the Play Element in Culture, sees play as the fullest expression of our humanity because it is the fullest expression of human freedom. Play is always an expression of personal initiative and of the self, free from all extrinsic constraint. Huizinga builds a good case for the thesis that all human civilization--commerce, science, law and all the arts--has its foundation not in work but in play. Even religious worship at its best should be a form of play. The purpose of all liturgies is “to teach us how to celebrate our existence.” Huizinga points out that if play is the foundation of all civilization, to lose the sense of play is to threaten that very foundation.
The gay community has always been a community with an extraordinary freedom to play. Society is keenly aware that creative gay people are represented in the arts--the theater, the plastic arts, music, ballet, film, fashion, out of all proportion to their numbers in the population at large. The incredible loss to the entire human community of creative talent because of the AIDS-related deaths of so many gifted men is painful proof of this thesis.
Some of that freedom to play comes, I believe, from the gay community's acceptance of its exiled status. Gays are frequently no longer involved in competing. As a result they are much freer to develop an aesthetic sense and to engage in activities for their own sake. Jung attributes the creativity of the gay community to its ability to be in touch with the feminine as well as the masculine aspects of the self.
In order to clarify further what I mean by play, I must make an important distinction. The very same activity may be work or play. Whether or not one is working or playing depends not so much on what one is doing but on the spirit and the conditions under which one does it. The person who is gardening on a weekend may be doing back-breaking work, but still is playing.
This leads us to the next condition necessary for an activity to take the form of play. Play always calls into question the type of interpersonal relation within which the activity takes place. An example would be the relation of two people on the job and the relationship of the same two people on the company bowling team. People involved in the game are playing and enjoying themselves. In a game such as bowling it is interesting to note how giving a handicap can change the nature of the bowlers' attitude. The purpose of the handicap is to allow even the least skilled player to compete on an equal basis with his or her teammates. In this way the least skilled person achieves a sense of equality and his or her anxiety over success or failure is lessened.
Another key difference between work and play is that the attitude of work is always based on anxiety. Frequently, people in industry strive to increase production by increasing anxiety concerning job security or pay raises. Play, in contrast, can only take place where there is a felt sense of security. Animals, for example, will engage in playful behavior, but only if they are well fed and feel safe from their enemies. Psychologists have observed that a seriously disturbed child will cease to play. The only way that disturbed child can be freed to play once again is to give him or her the felt security of being loved. The unconditional love of the mother frees the infant to play. Conditioned love results in pathology, i.e. to the feeling that one must earn love through work.
Some theologians have argued that adults are free to play only when they become aware that God loves them for their own sake and not for what they do. “What proves that God loves us is that Christ died for us while we were still sinners.” (Rom. 5:8). Thus the ability to be free to play all of life in the presence of a loving God is a central message of revelation. God, our parent in heaven, through the redemption wrought by Jesus Christ, has freed us from the curse of work and created for us once again the freedom to play.
Conditions of Possibility Of Play
Thus the first and most important condition of possibility for play has to do with the type of community within which the activity takes place. There are two basic types of human community: the functional and the personal. In a functional community, the interrelations between persons are not meaningful in themselves but only as a means of productivity of some sort. Authority in a functional community exists in order to coordinate the efforts of the group toward that productivity.
A personal community, such as the family, is quite different. The community is its own end; it is the loving interrelationships between the members that justify the existence of the community. Productivity within the personal community is secondary and has its source in the overflow of the joy and love that unites the members of the community. Authority in a personal community has its primary task to promote dialogue, to bring about personal interaction and mutual affirmation among the members. The personal community is based on the fact that we need each other. We need others to affirm us in our existence, to make us feel that we mean something and that we have value. We need the security of being loved and giving love in return. It is only to the degree that we find ourselves members of a true personal community that we have the necessary security and confidence to be able to play.
The ultimate source of the freedom to play is God's unconditional love for us, a love that we cannot merit and we do not have to earn. As the good news of God's love penetrates our hearts, we are freed to be able to love each other unconditionally. It is love that creates the space in which we are free to dance and sing. It is love that frees us to be able to play. Our only appropriate response to this gift of unconditional love and the freedom to play is gratitude.
I will finish this reflection on human play with an anecdote from J.D. Salinger's Raise High the Roof Beam, Carpenters. Salinger reports a conversation between the young hero of the novel and his older brother, who has just become champion marble player of all Brooklyn. The younger brother asks: “Seymour, what is the secret of your success?” Seymour ponders awhile and answers: “Don't Aim!” I believe the whole secret of life lies in those two words.
Sex As Play
The structure that Gollwitzer points out is present in the sexual activity in The Song of Songs is identical with the conditions necessary for human play. First of all, play activity must be meaningful in itself and not be related to a result that lies beyond the playful action. Healthy, playful human sex requires that the sex partners treat each other as ends in themselves; a failure to do so reduces one's partner to a sexual object. To deal with any human as a means rather than an end in him or herself is to degrade and demean that person. The essential immorality of prostitution is not that it involves sex outside of marriage, but that it involves one person using another as an object and that object allowing him or herself to be used.
This is also the essential flaw in the traditional work-related sexual ethics based on procreation. Any sexual act undertaken exclusively for the purpose of procreation both destroys the play value of sex and reduces the partners to workers interested solely in seeking a future product from a present action. It is interesting to note that there is no mention of procreation anywhere in the Song of Songs or in Chapter 2 of Genesis.
As we have seen, the conditions necessary for play to take place are identical with the conditions necessary for love to exist between two persons. The most important of these is that the partners see each other as equals. Whenever patriarchal dualism flourishes and the man sees himself as essentially superior to the woman, a necessary condition for true love and playfulness in the sexual encounter is absent. This inequality of the partners in heterosexist relations is a major cause of the breakdown of the family. I believe that this is a key reason why God's Spirit is leading us into the liberation issue of gay marriage. Gay marriage is usually totally based on the equality of the partners and thus serves as an ideal model for the renewal of heterosexual relations on a healthier basis.
In the Song of Songs, the woman's equal status with the male is striking. It is not an accident that the book begins with the woman's passionate words: “Your lips cover me with kisses; your love is better than wine.” (1:2) This equality between the partners keeps them from ever pressuring or manipulating each other. Each invites the other to a sexual encounter but profoundly respects the other's freedom. As Gollwitzer puts it: “The other is always wanted as a person, a partner; not as a thing, a means of sexual gratification. No one is reduced to a mere sexual object. All expressions of affection are appeals to the free emotions of the beloved, voicing the hope that the other will respond with the same love.”
Recent psychodynamic theory recognizes that the basic drive of the human psyche in not toward pleasure (as Freud believed) but toward intimacy. The human yearns to move out of isolation into the deepest possible union with fellow humans and ultimately with God. Consequently, the sex-drive is the physical dimension of a human need to escape isolation and alienation for a profound physical and spiritual union. The search for sexual fulfillment is thus one manifestation of a search for union with God. And achieving that intimacy results in intense pleasure, both physical and spiritual. In fact, the Song of Songs makes the claim that in sexual climax there can be an experience of God him/herself. “The flash of it is a flash of fire, it is the breath of Yahweh himself.”
I remember an event that took place nearly 65 years ago on my first day in high school. I was a scared, lonely thirteen year old, starved for affection. One day I was placing my books in my locker in the basement when suddenly someone, I never knew who, came around the corner and caught me up from behind in a hearty bear hug for a fleeting moment and then disappeared. I shall never forget the profound pleasure I felt in that affectionate and erotic hug. I think I spent the rest of that year putting books in my locker and taking them out again hoping for the return of the mysterious hugger, but to no avail.
Love for the Unique Individual
There is yet another condition that must be met for a sexual encounter to be playful, namely that one's partner is loved as a unique individual. The bull does not care which cow it mates with, any cow will do. But humans do care about the uniqueness of their sexual partner. One's partner is not simply a representative of the opposite sex or the same sex, interchangeable with any other, a mere sex object. Rather, one's partner is a unique and irreplaceable “thou,” one particular person whose place no other can take, this man, this woman, this person alone is loved.
This attitude contrasts sharply with the “Playboy” view of sex. Those who subscribe to this view feel free to use--and even abuse--their partner selfishly, without scarcely any sense of responsibility and concern. The perfect Playboy cartoon shows a man and woman naked in bed together with the man asking the woman, “Why talk about love at a time like this?” This attitude is perfectly symbolized by the Playboy bunny costume, which, with its tail and ears, is an ideal way to dehumanize and depersonalize one's sexual object. Don't forget that the sexual idol the Israelites worshipped took the form of a golden calf.
Intimacy, both physical and spiritual, is precisely the goal of playful sex. But, as we have seen, in order to have the freedom to play and to overcome self-consciousness, we must have the felt security of being loved. The primary purpose of a relationship of love is to enable the partners to affirm each other continuously through shared activities in an atmosphere of security and trust. Love gives us that freedom.
Those who hold the old-fashioned dualistic view of love tend to posit a sharp division between spiritual love, which is directed toward the person, and the purely physical gratification of the sex drive. In reality, there are not two different kinds of love--all genuine love has its physical aspects. There are, however, two kinds of sex--alpha sex and omega sex--that need to be distinguished. Alpha sex involves using one's partner selfishly to obtain one's own sexual gratification. This kind of sexual activity seldom results in true intimacy and provides no escape from loneliness. On the contrary, it intensifies loneliness. Clients have told me many times that their sense of painful isolation only increased after an all night orgy in a bathhouse.
Omega sex, on the other hand, occurs when there is a complete fusion of sensual and personal love. Each partner is a source of pleasure for the other and each can experience pleasure only by being a source of pleasure for the other. As Gollwitzer puts it: “Self centeredness--I need this person for myself, for my own happiness--is the power of Eros, whereas the knowledge that I will be happy only through the happiness of my partner is the wisdom of Eros. Eros understands that we get what we want, not only when and if the partner's needs are also met, but precisely in and through their being met.”
As a psychotherapist, I am intensely aware that I am dealing here with an ideal goal of human sexual growth and maturity. As Nelson notes, most of us find ourselves at some place between the two gardens, aspiring to omega sex but practicing alpha sex, but hopefully growing daily in our ability to integrate our sexual activity into our capacity to love.
I am also aware that many people are psychically so injured that they are incapable of a full human relationship of intimacy and love. Yet these persons have a right to some playful expression of their sexuality and their search for intimacy. I agree with Norman Pittenger that there are only three kinds of sexual activity between consenting adults: good, better and best sex. Apart from rape or child abuse, contrary to traditional Church teaching, it is difficult to sin seriously in a sexual gesture. I am reminded of a joke I heard years ago that contained a certain wisdom. A derelict went into a bar on the Bowery with a parakeet on his shoulder. He said to all the drinkers at the bar: “I'll go to bed with anyone who guesses the weight of my parakeet!” One man lifted his head from the bar and said: “Two hundred pounds!.” “Close enough!” the derelict answered. The humor of the joke is that it speaks to every one of us in our loneliness. Two lonely people, both too wounded at this point in their life to form an intimate relationship, will know a moment of affection and a sharing of sexual pleasure, and this is good.
Gay Sexual Liberation
Like the love of the man and woman in the Song of Songs, all gay sexual love has been illicit, condemned by the law of society and the Church. Because of this, lesbian and gay sexual love has no models or rules to go by. After the Stonewall gay liberation revolution, the gay community undertook an all-out celebration of gay sexuality and a constant exploration of new forms of sexual fulfillment. Since any and all forms of gay sex, even that within a committed monogamous relationship, were considered by heterosexist society to be illegal and immoral by their very nature, the gay community was not prepared to recognize any moral or legal restraint on sexual behavior.
Many gays have realized that totally promiscuous sex deprives them of the deep intimacy that is the primary fruit of committed sexual relationships. As a result, in recent years the gay community is seeking recognition from both State and Church of their relationships as a legitimate form of human love worthy of being recognized as a marriage.
The church's attack on gay marriage as a threat to the family amazes me. As long as one's gay orientation had to be hidden, many gay men sought to hide their orientation by getting married. The majority of church divorces were based on the gayness of one or the other partner. Gay liberation and the possibility of gay marriage would free thousands of gay men to enter into a gay relation and no longer have to hide their orientation in a false heterosexual marriage. This would strengthen heterosexual marriage and the health and well-being of the entire human community.
In my thirty years of practice I am aware that thousands of gay and lesbian people were the ones who took care of their parents in their old age. Most families were blessed who had a gay son or lesbian daughter. How can the achievement of intimate committed relations be a threat to the family? On the contrary, as I will develop later on, gay marriage may be a resource for a renewal and strengthening of heterosexual relationships.
Sexual Liberation and the AIDS Crisis
The first reaction of the gay community to AIDS during the late 80s and early 90s was a serious reevaluation of efforts toward sexual liberation, the “anything goes” attitude. There is a welcome and new emphasis on prudence and health consciousness in all sexual expression. There is also a new exploration of the kind of committed relationship that is appropriate to lesbian women and gay men and is not just a repetition of heterosexual models. The majority of lesbians and gay men today as they grow out of adolescence are consciously seeking a lover and the type of committed relationship that makes a love relationship possible.
A danger in the present situation is that many in the gay community could lose the freshness and the joy of their celebration of God's good gift of sexuality and regress into feelings of shame, guilt, and self-loathing for any expression of their sexuality. And, of course, the conservative homophobic Churches are doing their best to produce this regression among their followers. The possibility of having caring and playful sex still exists if both partners follow the guidelines for safe sex.
As I mentioned in my book The Church and the Homosexual, a paradoxical result of the AIDS crisis is that it is bringing gay love out of the closet! Before AIDS, the most visible members of the gay community were those who frequented the gay discos, bars and baths. These were the people associated with the so-called gay life-style. Those who were involved in committed, loving relationships for the most part remained closeted in order to protect each other's jobs, homes and families from the usually dire consequences of public exposure. AIDS has forced many couples to be public about their relationships as they cared for each other in the relatively public space of hospitals. I personally know many priests, ministers and family members who have been astonished by the depth of the love, mutual support, and self-sacrifices that characterize the relationships of many gay couples. This revelation laid the foundation of the present political effort to achieve the legal right for gay marriage.
The Message of the Song of Songs
Every element of the moral, sexual lovemaking portrayed in the Song of Songs can be, and frequently is, present in the sexual relationship of two gay men or two lesbian women who love each other. Consequently, there is no valid reason why their sexual unions should not be accepted, respected and valued by the church and by society.
Near the end of the Song of Songs we read:
Set me like a seal on your heart,
Like a seal on your arm.
For love is as strong as Death,
Jealously relentless as Sheol.
The flash of it is a flash of fire
A flame of Yahweh himself,
Love no flood can quench,
No torrent drown.
Were a man to offer all the wealth of his house to buy love,
Contempt is all he would purchase. (8:6-7)
I remember as a youth in Buffalo, New York, a popular saying was that “Sexual love is God's gift to the poor.” The authors of The Song of Songs believed that a loving experience of sexual pleasure could carry with it an experience of divine presence. This is a restatement of the biblical message that “God is love and if anyone loves they know God!”
A Possible Same Sex Interpretation of the Lovers in the Song of Songs
In his book Ancient Answers to Modern Gay Problems, Paul R. Johnson gives a plausible interpretation of the Song of Songs as a poem celebrating the love of two men for each other. Johnson explains that early Hebrew texts completely lacked written vowel sounds or “vowel points.” The Song of Songs was originally written in consonantorial text, that is, words were spelled with only consonants--no vowels. Although the gender of the principal character in the Song is clearly male eighty-five percent of the time, there is a ten percent ambiguity. When the Mascretic scholars set about inscribing the ancient text (already seventeen centuries old) with vowel sounds in the 8th century AD, they, because of their own cultural prejudices, chose to feminize certain terms by inserting vowel points above, below, or in the consonants which would effectively change the meaning.
Johnson quotes one verse that he thinks is a definitive proof that the text is dealing with male lovers (7:10):
Because of your manliness
Your mouth surrenders to my male love
Direct and gentle into slumbering lips.
Johnson points out all the anomalies that follow from trying to interpret one of the lovers as female:
If this person were female, she would be, according to the original text the most liberated women in all the world... She was not interested in marriage; she was not concerned with conception; she made many trips through the city streets at night searching for her beloved; she slept with the shepherds in their tent; she was a mountain climber; drove a chariot; was a much feared fighter; stalked wild animals; took the lead in the sex act; was a shield bearer; owned personal property, was a great fighter and wrestler; had a large nose, strong neck, and very tiny breasts. This beautiful ten percent woman possessed a huge body, wore a beard and was called a prince.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/16278 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!