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I have come that you may have life, and have it abundantly. – John 10:10

You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind; and your neighbor as yourself.

– Matthew 22:37-38

 

In our recent discussions concerning our church’s relationship with those who are homosexual, various people have said that one of the reasons this discussion of homosexuality is difficult for us is that we in the church have never talked about sexuality. While sexuality is a gift of God, we feel such ambivalence about it--- embarrassment, guilt, awkwardness. So, we prefer not to mention it, especially in church.

This past week we saw on TV. the Presidential Debate from Wait Chapel at Wake Forest University in Winston-Salem. In that same building when I was a student there in the mid-1960’s, we had required chapel. Twice a week all students had to go to chapel. There was growing discontent, grumbling, over being required to go. So, in the protest spirit of the 1960’s, more than half the student body would sit in chapel and read the newspaper.

One day Ed Christman, the popular, lively Wake Forest Chaplain, got up to preach. As some of you know, Ed is a delightful, white-haired man with both insight and moxie. He began his sermon this way: "Albert Camus has said that humans are interested in two things: sex and reading the newspaper. Since you’re now doing one of those, let’s begin with the other." In an instant, all the newspapers came down.

We’ve neglected to provide much guidance in this crucial area of sexuality and its relationship to our spirituality. This week Dick Chorley reminded our Wednesday night Bible study group that many of us grew up with a lot of "Don’t’s." Will Campbell has said that those of us who grew up with southern religion were told that salvation was reduced to moralistic messages: "Don’t drink. Don’t smoke. Don’t cuss. And don’t mess around on Saturday night." If "don’t" is the only guidance we receive, how are we ever going to reach a healthy understanding of the gift of sexuality? 

It seems that religious communities have often taken the negative view, the repressive view, the punitive view. We have been very suspicious of sexuality. We’ve been told to deny it, repress it. So the church has not been too helpful here. The image we receive of the deeply religious person is likely to be a nun completely covered with a black habit or a monk covered in black robe. The church has never been too far away from H.L. Mencken’s famous definition of a Puritan as someone "with a haunting fear that somewhere others might be enjoying themselves." (from James B.Nelson, Body Theology, p. 17, Westminster/John Knox Press, 1992)

But the Puritans overlooked the moving love poetry of the Bible, especially the lyrical lines of the Song of Solomon where the setting is like the Garden of Eden, but here it’s a garden for lovers, where their love is celebrated as one of God’s great gifts.

It is this affirming, hopeful perspective from Scripture that has led our church’s children’s education committee to initiate the Wednesday night series on "Talking with our Children about Human Sexuality." We welcome this discussion, for we need to find ways to affirm this crucial dimension of our life. 

We need to let the Bible help us re-discover the goodness of God’s gift of sexuality. In the Bible sexuality is a God-given part of who we are. God created us as sexual beings. Our sexuality is a part of the life force within us. It’s part of our vitality, our energy, our love of life. From time to time we hear someone describe another person: "She enjoys people…. When he laughs, it’s deep down laughter…. She’s a person who loves life!"

Most of us would probably say that our goal is to love life. Within our physical and emotional limitations, our goal is to take delight in our life every day. We want to live fully and love God, or …to love God and live fully. Either way we say it, we are faced with the challenge of finding ways we can live fully as a way to love God—or to love God as a way to live fully. Life—a passionate love for life, and love for God are inseparably linked.

We humans were created from the very longing of God. Maybe we can sense some of this passion when we listen to James Weldon Johnson’s account of creation---God breathing life into us.

"And God stepped out on space. And he looked around and said: ‘I’m lonely---I’ll make me a world.’….. "As far as the eye of God could see, darkness covered everything, blacker than a hundred midnights down in a cypress swamp." After God creates the sun, the moon and the stars, God was still lonely. "And God said, ‘I’ll make me a man.’.…And God breathed the breath of life, and man became a living soul." (James Weldon Johnson, "The Creation," in God’s Trombones, New York: Viking Press, 1927)

We are created from the longing of God, from the loneliness of God, from the love of God. God created us out of "God’s own passion for connection" with us.

Since we are made in God’s image, we too are created with this yearning for life-giving communion in relationships." (James B. Nelson, Body Theology, p. 23) God made us to be companions for each other and companions for God. So God created us as emotional, spiritual, social, sexual beings. As some teen-ager said, "and God don’t create no junk." God created us with the mark of God on us--- love, compassion, mercy, delight. 

God created us to be fully alive, robust human beings. Jesus lived among us to show us what fully alive, robust humanity is. By living among us, Jesus affirmed our humanity—all of it! This is what incarnation means—God in human flesh. Or as James Nelson says it, incarnation means embodiment. Jesus embodies God’s passion, God’s energy, God’s life force. Out of this embodied tradition Jesus says to us, "I have come that you may have life—abundant life." 

That means we have a lot to celebrate—the goodness of life that God has given us. At the center of God’s dream for us is that we learn to love and that we find fulfillment in loving, responsible, committed relationships. "Love God with all your mind, heart, and soul; and your neighbor as yourself." We are created to love one another.

Sexuality in the Bible is always placed in the context of love. In Romans 12 Paul says "Let love be genuine – that is, honest and sincere. Fake love won’t do. "Love one another with mutual affection." When a relationship is built on genuine love, then there is a commitment to the total well-being of the other person. 

When I was a college student at Wake Forest, we regularly heard that love is the context for responsible sexuality. My fellow classmates latched on to a saying from St. Augustine: "Love God, and then do as you will." At first glance, it may seem that this statement is a license for libertine behavior. "Love God and do as you please," as some playfully interpreted it. But when you ponder that sentence, loving God is the central practice of our life. If we love God truly and fully, that love will direct our actions in loving, responsible, committed ways. That means that Paul is on target: Let love be genuine…love one another with mutual affection…outdo one another in showing honor."

In the marriage vows that we often use at weddings, the bride and groom each will speak a vow: "….and with all that I am, and all that I have, I honor you." Honor is an old-fashioned word that means respect, appreciation, high regard. Honor and love are the context for a full, committed relationship.

When love of God is our highest value, that love will shape our decisions and guide our actions. Then we can begin to discover that spirituality and sexuality are not separated. They go together. God is not only love, but God is the great lover who shows us the sacred goodness of loving communion. Love for God and love for one another are two sides of the same coin.

Years ago I served as an on-call telephone minister with a local Hopeline ministry. We were available to respond to questions that anyone might wish to ask, without revealing their name. One day I got a call from a young woman who said that she went to the Church of Christ. She said, "I’m single, and I’m a Christian. My faith is very important to me. So I’m in church every week." She said that she regularly goes to a Wednesday night prayer meeting. "We have good meetings," she said, "and we always end with a prayer circle, where we all join hands for the closing prayer."

"There is a man in the group who has been very kind to me. He asks how I’m doing and has been very supportive. This past week we gathered for the closing prayer circle, and this man was standing beside me. I held his hand during the prayer. But something happened that has bothered me. During the prayer, I felt this tingle from the top of my head to the tip of my toes. My question is this: Was that God, or was it that man?"

What a wonderful question! I said, "Yes! It was probably both." There are times when God reaches out to us in the human touch of another person. There are times when human touch carries us to the circle of prayer. And then we wonder: Is that God or that man, that woman?

Yes! God reaches out to us, embodied in human love. Thanks be to God! 

Amen
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