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Guess who's
coming to church
The people who
brought us abortion
on demand and
cond6nis in
classrooms

now want to
enlighten
Christians

on God's
idea

of sex.
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SEX, LIES
AND SCRIPTURE

These gfoups may have Christian-sdunding names, but their goals
include reinterpreting the Bibl^to justify sexual liberalism, pon't
be fooled.
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MuttKtiij/nwjjThegroup's work
sounds laudable:

fighting AIDS
through programs
likea weekof prayer
and "the first [Sun
daySchool] curricu
lum to promote a
Christian response
to the HIV/AIDS
emergency in Black

communities," The endorsements sound
impressive: The group's Website proclaims
support from "all major Black Christian
denominations and caucuses, including the
eight-million-member National Baptist
Convention USA and the four-million-mem-

ber African Methodist Episcopal Church."
liven the group's namecomesstraight from
the Bible: The Balm in Giicad. a reference
to a land known for the healing powersof
its medicinal herbs (jercmiah 8:22).

Alas, something'srotten in Gilead.
The first clue is who's bankrolling the

Balm: sources like the Kaiser Family Foun
dation, a sugardaddy for condom-promot
ing programs across the country. The
second clue is who's heading the group:
Balm founder and CEO Pemessa Seele, who
callsforcondom handouts in "easily acces
sible places" like subways ("get a condom
witha $15 MetroCard," she suggests).

When you check out the other people
associated with Balm, you get more of the
same—and then some.

Various boards of the group include
members like homosexual pastor Zachary
Jones, whose credentials includc serving as
grand marshal for NewYork's Stonewall 25
Gay Pride Parade in 1995; and United
Methodist Women's Division executive Lois

Dauway. whose group has funded Gay-
Straight Alliances in schools. Balm in
Gilead's forthcoming Sunday School cur
riculum "Healing in Truth" (funded by
Kaiser) is beingdeveloped by folks such as
the Revs. Yvette Plunder and Valerie Brown
Trout, both of the San Francisco-based gay
church Ark of Refuge; and Lorettajemott,
whose previouswork includes the pro-con-
dom youth \ideo Be Proud! Be Rcsponsihlc!

Thus it comes as no surprise that Balm's
thcolog)' is not exactly orthodox. Anoutline
for "Developing Sermons on HIV/AIDS"
paints homosexuality as pleasing to God,
"who so lovesdiversity," and plungeshead
longinto moral relativism: "Godcalls us to
be authentic in temis of our unique person-
hood. Homosexual Christians have deter
mined what is authentic for them."

A book published by Balm assaults

february 2001

"homophobia" in the black church; one
chapter argues that black opposition to
homosexuality is rooted in "the ways in
which wehave beenrunningaway from our
bodies."

Despite its high-profile endorsements,
Balm has received some criticism from

within the black community.
"This is yet another attempt to use the

African-American church as a forum for a
message that contradicts Scripture," said
the Rev. LaVeme Tolbert,a LosAngeles-area
pastor who has researchedsexual behavior
among inner-city teens. "But we are'not
ignorant of Satan'sdevices."

It remains to be seen just how many
churches will buy into the Balm program.
But there's certainly reasonforconcern. In
a biblically illiterate age, plentyofpeople—
churchgoers and non-churchgoers alike—
won't know better if somebody wearing a
clerical collar tells them something decid
edly unbiblical. And that's just what's
starting to happen.

Don't believe everything
you read

The Balm in Gilead is just one manifes
tationofa larger and increasingly aggressive
effort to distort and reinterpret the Bible
until—surprise!—the Scriptures suddenly
endorse sexual liberalism.

The most highly publicized examples in
thepastfew years have beendrives togetsev
eral mainline churchbodies(mostnotably the
United Methodist Church, the Presbyterian
Church USA and theEpiscopal Church USA)
to affirm homosexual relationships. While
thosedrives have so far fallen short, theyhave
shapedpolicies nonetheless. LastJuly'sEpis
copalian vote on blessing "holy unions"
almost was approved, and thechurch ended
up decreeing thatunmarried couples (nogen
ders specified) could live togetherin "holy
love"—a decision widelyseen as a victory
for gay activists.

Indeed, if you picked up the country's
most prestigious newspaper on Jan. 25,
2000, youmighthavethought the newsexual
consensuswasalready here.

That wasthe dayTlie New Yorh Times car
ried a full-page ad announcing the Religious
Declaration on Sexual Morality, Justice and
Healing. Signed bysome900 "religious lead
ers." it called for a new "sexual ethic" that
should apply regardless of factors such as
"marital status or sexual orientation," and
featuring (among other things) the rights to
contraception and abortion and "the bless
ing of same-sex unions."

Ofcourse, whenyoulookmore closely at
those "religious leaders," you find the con

sensus isn't nearly as broad as all those
names make it appear.

That's just what the religious-statistics
Web site Adhercnts.com did. Its Rndings:
Though members of many religious bodies
signed the statement, only two are heads of
denominations, John Thomas of the United
Church of Christ and John Buehrens of the
Unitarian Universalist Association. Those

small liberal bodies, with a combined mem
bershipof 1.65 million fless than one halfof
1 percent of the population), haveprovided
roughly 40 percent of the signers. At least
140 signers list affiliations not with recog
nized religious bodies but with activist or reli
gious-fringe groups: the Religious Coalition
for Reproductive Choice, Planned Parent
hood, Covenant of the Goddess, Toxic
Avengers Theater and Rhinewood Churchof
Asatru (worshippers ofNorse godslike Odin
and Thor), amongothers.

The list ofsigners hasgrown in the past
year, numbering 2,000 at this writing. But
don't read too much into that. Because any
one cansign thestatement (which isposted
on a Web site), it's remarkably easy to
assume the title of"religious leader." The bot
tom line is, these folk represent a small
minority ofAmericans of any majorreligion,
much lessChristianity.

Yet as the saying popular among adver
tisers and politicians goes, perception is
reality. The more people hear the liberal
party line repeated by peopleclaiming reli
gious authority, the more they're likely to
grant it first respectability, then acceptance.

That's the long-term goal of the group
behind the Religious Declaration: theSexu
ality Information and Education Council of
the United States (SIECUS).

Hijacking Scripture
Founded in 1964, SIECUS was an early

promoterof the sexual revolution, working
to undermine traditionalmoralityon pretty
much everysexual front—premarital sex,
homosexuality, bisexuality, even incest and
pedophilia (see "SIECUS and you shall
fmd," p. 21). The group has also had con
siderable success in shaping sex-education
curricula. But naturally, it's always run into
opposition from the Church.

Enter one-time SIECUS President Debra

Haffner,who declared that "we cannot allow
the far right to define family values"—and
who cited Focus on the Family as one of
those "farright" groups.

In 1996, HalTner enrolled at YaleUniver
sity's Divinity School. The experience, she
wrote in a 1997 5/ECUS Report article
tellingly entitled "The Really (jood News:
What the Bible SaysAbout Sex,"was a rev-
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clatiiMi lo Ikt: C!(>nin<r\- lo herearlier assiunp-
liiHi ihat "ihc Bible either thsparagcd or
igiioaxi sexuality," 1laiincrs;»id Scripturc actu
ally fit prett>' well withSIECUS teaching. She
followed up withfurther studiesat Union The
ological Seminar)' in New York, and SIECUS
soon began Issuing religious declarations.

In February 2000, Haffncr stepped down
from SIECUS to attend seminary full-ti^e,
with an eyetoward building"a national min
istry on sexuality and religion," She didn't
changc herviews, though. "Iamnot leaving
the sexuality and reproductive rights field,"
shestressed, "1 seek, instead, to promote its
goals asa religious leader."

Sowhat exactly docs the GospelAccord
ing to Debra say? Well, based on her 1997
SIECUSRcpon:

• Premarital sex is OK; the Song of
Solomon "does not talk about sex in the con
text of marriage or procreation;" and else
where Scripture stresses "the special role of
scxualit)' in the first yearof a sexual relation
ship" (Deuteronomy 24:5) and celebrates
"ongoingsexual intimacy in a long-term rela
tionship" (Proverbs 5:18-19).

• Prostitution is actuallyencouraged as a
healthy outlet for preventing adultery.
Proverbs 6:26 "urges men to seek prosti
tutes ... rather than be tempted by the wife
of another."

• Adultery itselfisn't so bad—at least.
Haffncrsuggests,by any standards we need
to observe today. "The Bible clearly con-

The tpiscoF

cicmns adultery. It is important to under
stand. however, that adultery is looked
upon not as a sexual sin. but as a violation
of property rights."

• Homosexuality is not condemned per
se, but only in the context of "gang rape,"
"inhospitality" and "nearby foreign cults."
In fact, scriptural passages positively portray
"sexual contact and love between men."

David and Jonathan were lovers, and Abra
ham asks his servant to swear an oath by
putting"your handundermythigh" (Gen
esis 24:2).

Put it all togetlier and you get Haffner's
"new sexual theology," which—she
approvingly quotes liberal theologianJames
Nelson—"will celebrate fidelity in our
commitmentswdthout legalistic prescription
as to the precise forms such fidelity must
tak!e." (Bill Clinton couldn't have saidit bet
ter.) The Bible, she says, is to be used sim
plyto "helppeopleidentify and live bytheir
own values and to discriminate between sex
ual decisions that are life-enhancing or
destructive."

Inshort, in the spiritof the '60s in which
SIECUS was bom; If it feels good, do it.

What the Bible really says
The SIECUS version of Scripturc hasn't

gone unchallenged. In fact, a groupof the
ologians headed by Denver Seminary New
Testament Professor Craig Blomberg pro

duced a response called VVluK the Bihie
Really Sciys A/'oiif Sof, published by Focus
on the Family.

The authors finti ociasimial virtues in
[laffni-r's work, primarily in connct tion with
her at kiiowlalgmcni ihai the Bible isn't anti-
scx. But Ihost-vin liesarc ouiweighed by the
vices inu'hat iheycall "a cunous mixoflcgit-
imaieohscrvaiions. dubioiis liberal theology
and lulMledgi'd misinlonnaiion."

For e.NariipIc:
• Positiw hibliial ivlererucs lo scxualit)"

in what 1laliner calls "relaiionships" invari-
abl)' referto marriage. Songof Solomini 3:11
explicitlyspeaks of Solomon coming to meet
his beloved "i-"!! ihe day of his wedding, the
day his heart rejoiced," the theologians note.
While the lovers eagerly anticipate their
romantic union, two verses (2:7. 3:5) warn
them not to "arouse or awaken love until it so

desires." and "in the context of ancient Jew
ishrespect for thesacredness ofmarriage, it is
extraordinarily dilTicuU to imagine Song of
Solomon referring to actual premarital inter
course at any point." As for other verses
Haffncr cites when discussing "sexuality in
relationships" (Deut. 24:5. Prov. 5:18-19),
these too "are explicitly about sexual joy
among manicil jx'ople."

• The Prov. 6:26 reference to prostitution
("for the prostitute reduces you to a loafof
bread, and the adulteress preys upon your
ver)'life") nowhere encourages the practice. It
focuses, by itself and in context, on the evil of
adulter)', whichissaid to be evenworse than
prostitution. Yet prostitution is alsoemphati
cally condemned throughout the book, as in
7:10,which compares theadulteress precisely
to the prostitute, "IHaffner's] flagrant misrep
resentation goes far beyond biblical interpre
tation," Blombeig andCo. write, "and instead
isanimposition ofHaffner's orherprofessor's
views onto the text."

• Haffner's notion that adultery was a
matterofproperty rights doesn'tsquare with
theevidence, saythe authorsofWliat the Bible
Really Scrys, "Adultery was forbidden because
it violated the divinely mandated ordinance
ofmarriage (Genesis 2:24); itwas abreach of
the covenant (Malachi 2:14)." they write.
Moreover, "It is also clear that Jesus' state
mentsabout divorce and adultery (Matthew
5:32, 19:19: Mark 10:11; Luke 16:18) can
not be explained on the basis of male prop
erty rights. Adultery is the breaking of a
mutual covenant between husband and wife
and a moral offense against either the wife or
the husband."

• The Bible leaves no doubt that God

views homosexuality itselfas an "abomina
tion." as stated in Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13
(l^V).The most significant text to Blomberg
and his colleagues is Romans 1:26-27
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(whicli spi-aks of bmli men aiul women
exchanging"natural relaiion.s fur uniiaiural
i>ncs"). liocausc "it appears iti a context
thai It is describing sexual iin|niriiy more
getierally as ihe epiionu- ol the idolatrous
rchellion of humanity against iis creator
(1:18-32)."

I'he authors also don't think much of

attempts to discover the secrct gay lives of
Abriiham and David, stating that "onlymod
em VVesiemers unfamiliar with the physical
expression offriendship between menin the
Middle i:asi woukl mistake the Bible's refer

encesfor homosexuality." Theyarcespecially
unimpressed in thecaseof the unmi.stakably
heterosexual David. "Afterjonathanh;isbeen
killed in battle, David does indeed lament
that "his love to mewtis wonderful, passing
the love iif women.' But. . . David's whole
point in this text is that Jonathan was his
blood brother' with a loyalty that suq^jissed

that which mere croticism creates."

And in this corner-

paganism ^
Though libenil theology tiiK'sn't hold up

well under scholarly biblical scrutiny, the
question remainsas to how it will fare with
a largely unschooled audience.

On the plus side, many of the mainline
churches most susceptible to liberal theol
ogy are also those that have been losing
members most rapidly. It's the more con
servative bodies, like the Roman Catholic
and Southern Baptist churches, which have
been growing in reccnt decades. And pro-
alxstinence movements like True Love >Mtits

aregathering more teensupport every year
On the down .side, as The Balm in Gilead

endorsements demonstrate, many churchcs
aredesperate enough over theplight ofat-risk
leens that they'll open the door to programs
promising toreduce pregnancies and AIC^S—
without always looking too closely at the
accompanying theology. Moreover, liberal
churchcs cater toastrong desire among many
Americans; to irtain seine of the trappingsof
Christianity without opposing the culture's
conveniently loose sexual morality, hi short,
peoplecan tell themselves they'reChristians
wiiile they live like the rest of theworld.

According to Daniel Mcimbach, profes
sor of Christian etliics at Southeastern Bap
tist Theological Seminary in Wake Forest,
N.C., the "ncw.sexual theology" isactually
a manifestation of something very old:
paganism.

"The whole view of sexual morality is
based on the idea that sex is spiritual, and

SIECUS AND YOU

I.• I onner-SiECUS President Debra
' •• IrHi HalBier liiked to descnbe heroiganizar

Av",v,;- tionas r^presennng."a middle ^6und
i;-. for,Americ^n$.^^Yct.fi-om.its mcepdon,
^i-:r;:SlfeGUS:ihas anything but maitlsufeami:

:;-^imdi9g51^GUS|Yesident
|,p,tot3,:pronouncc4:'!tiie:groiip-'sgoalas f«ter-
;|r-..:^ing,avpositiverop^n;saentilicapproacbtb.
fcvhuman sexu? |̂)e^avior/'Thatmeanti.the

wasn*ti|W:value iudginencs-r-pot
.'ii. i.' e\'en onincest and^jedopniha.^
,1 ^Cofounder^MiaIy Calderone held that

(child
%ti-nofc:Caused Hjrt&d event stsel^ burhy.rhe.

o£the adWBivi^Qleam'Qfirv'̂ i.tJfirphir
:feNylosQphyboil€d-'doVm.t6.''MQh*t:fek. '̂doft't

, feU" "ItS'̂ noi;chati{pedophi|ia'is| a jbad:
thing or avwlcl^d thing, tujust simply
5ho|jldnQtil^-ar'EMfrt atlife mgenefei>: ngbt

.scuton'the siclewalk;"-Onginal board'Xtiem- ^.
ber Wardcll.Pomeroy. weuc evenilurther, '

• ;''C]aiinmg tha? ' incest: between*adults and i
:: •:«'youi;igcr chillirehrcan ,be asatisfying :ar(ci

' entichmgexpenence "
:Since'ihat^tin7e, l-faffneriias-denounted:.''.'

'̂ dhild abuse as-^"unacc£^taWe. and-in^morai;"v:.'
.:^:..:%t^SIECUS: has-nevenepudiated thcliiiESv-..

o^Galdcrone,and Pomeroyjand^evenconr:!.:,
j tinues to honor,them;vA''Ibv.-year5:'ago Ehe.y'''-'
gioup nameda hbrdry.afterCalderone:
^ If th^don't soupd Uliepcopleiyoi^-d trtist .>v:

childfen; nU^tvmii; to
thd|:.st4{!fe!l,990.:SIEC3JS^h£.becn arcularini '̂''::
^••ediipaGniguidelines to; the pwh-k.^ri

, lie schp©ls**-ftSi(ied attimes by federal"
Centeipj^for Disease Gontioland-PrCTCrihon^

the gUideknes* <i
;;1rii!f:CiHildren iS^toB should learn ahoutj'maS-
cuib^tibtii ("both hoys and girls may discover ^

that by definition makes it moral," Heim-
bach told Cifiz:cn.

Ironically. Heimbach pointed out. the
pagan view does o\'crlap with Ciiristianiry—
and that'sjust what makes itdangerous.

"In one sense it's close to the biblical

view bccausc it understands that sex is fun

damentally spiritual," lie said. "Bui at the
same time it's the diabolical opposite of
Christian sexual morality as God gives it to
us. The fact that something's a spiritual
experience doesn't makeit good. Sin isspir
itual, as much as holiness is."

To guard against confusion. Rev. Tolbert
argues, there's no substitute fora vigorous
reassertion of scriptural truth on the part of
believers.

"We have to teach what the Bible says
about sexual activity. We tcach a redeeming
message of salvation and forgiveness. We
tcach how to live a lifestyle in keeping with
biblical principles. Our goal is to develop
mature believers wholearn howto obey God
in their daily lives." •
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•that.their bodies"feel good-when toudied") '̂̂ :
inteitoucearidhoiiiosexuality'J
, • At 9 to 12, they should hear how

i"homoscxu^ kivc.rclatjonsh^can.bejas fill--":
filling ashetetosexufO-idaoomhipSvind howv
•iSmasnirbanomSjoften th&fir^.-waya'/pergon
expenences sex-ual pleasure" ^ ^

• Irrom 1'2 tois diey should be fcld that
^"se?cuali0^en^a^!C>%^^anHOt'•becRal^ged^l^^>f
dierapy i?r n^icip^-'aiiditbat "th^e are
•many ways togive and receive sesu '̂pleas^"-.
jjreandnoihav^lfitercoursc" ,4./^

^ they should w given

•and^scnst^ar^iva)® rd£lBt6gritu '̂:C«ni3?ccj^
tioninto(al$i:MiilretStlonship*' ,

that's,"niidc^ground)" it's prcSfc^besi
nottflaskwhapiht '̂dCcmsKieriexffemeL !
MmKt^TKoi' f i ^ it ^ 1 j


