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I want to consider gay marriage by first reflecting on the theology of marriage, and I want to
reflect on the tlreology of marriage under the rubric of sanctification. This approach is consistent
rvith the tradition of the Orthodox Church. r.rhich regards marriage as a way of participating in the
divinelifenotbywayof sexual satisfactionbutbl *avofasceticself-denial forthesakeof more
desirable goods. Theologically understood, marriage is not primarily for the control of lust or for
procreation. It is a discipline whereby we give ourselves to another for the sake of growing in
holiness -- for, more precisely, the sake of God.

In this respect marriage and monasticism are two forms of the same discipline, as the Orthodox
writer Paul Evdokimov lras argued. They are both ways of committing ourselves to others -- a
spouse or a rnonastic corrmunitr -- from whom we cannot easily escape. Both the monastic and
the married give themselves over to be transforrned by'the perceptions of others; both seek to
lcarn, over tirne, by the discipline of living rvith otlrers something about how God perceives
human beings.

Rowan Williarns ltas written. "Grace. for the Christian believer. is a transfonnation that depends
in large part on knowing yourself to be seen in a ceftairr \\a): as significant, as wanted. The whole
story of creation, incarnation, and our incorporation into the f'ellorvship of Christ's body tells us

that God desires us, as if we were God. as if rve rvere that unconditional response to God's giving
that God's [Son] makes in the life of the Trinit]. We are created [and we marry] so that we may
be caught up in this. so that we rna)'gror.v into the u'holehearted love of God by learning that God
loves us as God lovcs God." Like all forms of asceticism. this is a high-risk endeavor. It can
expose the worst in people -- so that it can be healed.

Sexuality, in short, is for sanctification. that is. for God. It is to be a rneans by which God catches
human beings up into the communit) of God's Spirit and the identity of God's child. Monogamy
and monasticism are trvo r'vays of embodl'inq features of the triune life in which God initiates.
responds to and celebrates love.

Monasticism is for people who find a bodill'. sexual sanctification first and foremost in the
desirous perception of God. Marriage is for people rvho flnd themselves transformed by the
desirous perception of another human being rnade in God's image. In a marital or monastic
community, the parties commit themsell'es to practicing faith, hope and charity in a situation in
which those viftues get plenty of opportunity, to be exercised.

This way of understanding the Christian life obviousll takes seriously the embodied character of
human life. And embodiment implies diversitl'. The Holy' Spirit characteristically rests on bodies:
the body of Christ in Jesus, in the church. in the sacrarnents and in the saints. As the Spirit forms
the bodies of human beings into the body of Christ. she characteristically gathers the diverse and
diversifies the corporate, making members of one bodl'.

We can see the Holy Spirit u'orking for a harmonious diversit-v as she hovers over the waters in
creation. Let us suppose that "Be fruitful and rnultipl,"-" applies to the commands "Let the earth
put forth vegetation" and "Let the u'aters bring for-th s\\'arms" and "Let the earth bring forth
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everythingthatcreepsupontheground"(Gen.1:26.1:11.1:20. 1:24). Inallthesecases,theearth
and the waters bring forth things different from themselves. not just more dirt and more water.
And in allthese cases, thel'bring forth a varieq of things: one might almost translate the phrase
as "Be fruitful and diversifo."

Christian thinkers have argued against the notion that the diversiry" of creatures and persons is the
result of the Fall rather than of God's creation of a multifarious r.vorld, Aquinas represents a

prominent strand of Christian thoLrght on this point: the ear-thll, environment demands to be filled
r.vith arr ordered variety of creatures. he said. so that God's creation rvill not sufferthe
imperfection of showing gaps.

Creatures require the diversitl'that the Spirit rejoices to evoke. Multiplication is always in God's
hand, so that the multiplication of the loaves arrd the fishes. the fruit of the virgin's womb, the
diversity of the natural r.vorld does not overtunr nature but parallels. diversifies and celebrates it.
The Spirit's transformation of the elements of a sacrarncnt is just a special case of the Spirit's rule
over all trl'Cod's crcation.

What kind of diversitl,or otlrerness does the Spirit evoke? Does it evoke the diversity represented
by homosexual persons? Clearll. the rnajoritl opinion of the church has said no -- that sort of
diversity in creation is not the w'ork of the Spirit. But it is not at all clear that such a judgmerrt is

necessary.

Conservatives will suppose that by'invoking the diversity'of creation I arn begging the question.
And yet. if the earth is to bring fbrth not according to its kind (rnore dirt) but creatlrres different
frorn dirt and fiom each other, and if bodill difl'erences among creatures arc intendcd to represent
a plenum in which every niche is filled. then the burden of proof lies on the other side. It needs to
be shorvn that one of God's existing entitics sornehou canrrot do its part in cornmunicating and
representingGod's goodness and do so preciselr,'in its flnitude, by its limitations.

What are the lirnits on accepting diversitv as capable of representing God's goodness?
Conservatives and liberals rvould agree that a diversitl evoked by the tJoly Spirit must be a holl
diversity, a diversity ordered to the good. one that brings fbrth the fruits of the Spirit, primarily
laith. hope and charity.

Given that no hurnan beings exhibit faith, hope and charity'on their own, but only in comrnunitl.
it is hard to arguc that gay and lesbian people ought to be left out of social arrangements, such as

rnarriage, in which these virlues are trained. In the words of Gregorv of Nazianzus, our human
lirnitations are intended for our good. So too. then. the limitations ascribed to same-sex couples.
or for that matter cross-sex couples: in Gregon's u'ords. their "very limitations are a form of
training" toward cornmunicating and representing the good.

The church needs both biological and adoptive parents. especially since baptism is a type of
adoption. The trick is to turn these created limits torvard the appreciation of the goods represented
b1' others. Our differences are meant to make us )eam for and love one another. Says Williams:
"The life of the Christian communi6 has as its rationale -- if not invariably its practical reality --
the task of teaching us to so order our relations that human beings may see thernselves as desired,
as the occasion ofjoy."

Perhaps the signal case of the blessing of diversitl is God's promise to Abraham that by him all
the nations of the earth would become blessings io one another (Gen. l8: 18). The promise to



Abraham interprets "otherness" as primarill moral. in the sense that the other is the one that
sanctifies -- difference is intended for blessing.

Under conditions of sin, othemess can lead to curse rather than blessing, to hostility rather than
hospitality. Certainly there has been enough cursing and hostility to go around in the sexuality
debates. But as created, otherness is intended for blessing and hospitality.

For large sections of varior-rs Christiarr traditiorrs. blessing does not float overhead. Sanctification
comes through concrete practices of asceticism. a discipline or training through which lesser
goods serve greater ones. This asceticism is not a bizane, antiquated Christian weirdness.
Arnericans are already deepll, if sometimes mistakenly'invested in one kind of asceticism: dieting
and workirrg out at the gym are phlsical disciplines that are supposed to bring spiritual benefits.
Indeed. they are supposed b1'sorne to bring the greatest of these. love. Surely there are more
effective disciplines than those.

To reflect Trinitarian holiness. sanctification lnust involve community. lt involves commitrnerrts
to a community fiorn n'hich one can't easily escape. r,rhether monastic. nuptial or congregational.
(The New Tcstarncnt devalues cornrnitments to orlc's farrrill'of origirr.) Even hennits and
solitaries tend to follorv the liturgy'. the communifr''s pral'er. The first hermit. Arrthony the Grcat,
enrergcd fron-r solitude with an increased socialitl . so that people were drawn to hirn. []is "heaft
had achieved total transparencr, to others" (in the r.lords of Peter Brown).

Cay and lesbian people who cornrnit therlselves to a community' -- to a church, or to one another
as partncrs -- do so to seek greater goods. to ernbark upon a discipline. to donate themselves to a

greater social meaning. Living out these commitments under conditions of sin. in a communitl
fiom rvhich orre can't easill'escape -- especiallv a comrnunity'such as rnarriage, and monasticism
-- is rrot likely to be straightfbrrvardlf irnproving. The communitl' fiom rvhich one can't easily
escape is rnorally risky. lt tends to expose the uorst in people. The hope is that comrnunity
exposes the worst in people in order that the \\'orst can be healed.

Christiarrs rvill see such healing as the r.vork of Christ. Manl'Christian traditions portray Christ as

a physician who rnust probe pcople's lvounds in orderto heal them. For example, St. Romanos
the Melodist oflers this account of Christ explaining his rnission to his rnother at the fbot of the
CTOSS:

Be patient a little longer. Mother, and,-ou uill see horv. like a physician, . . . I treat their
w'ounds, cutting with the lance their calluses and their scabs. And I take [the] vinegar, I

apply it as astringent to the rlound. rvhen rvith the probe of the nails I have investigated
the cut. I shall plug it rvith the cloak. And. w'ith my cross as a splint, I shall make use of
it, Mother, so that you may chant rvith understanding. "By suffering he has abolished
suffering, my Son and my God" (frorn On the Luruent of the Mother d'GoA.

For the risk of comrnitment to be rvorth it and to have the best chance of success, the community
must have plenty of time and be made up of the right sort of people. GroMh takes a lifetime. The
right sort of people are those who rl'ill succeed irr exposing and healing one another's flaws.

Forgay and lesbian people. the right sor-t of otherness is unlikelyto be represented by someone of
the opposite sex, because only'someone of the apposite. not opposite. sex u,ill get deep enough
into the relationship to expose one's vulnerabilities and inspire the trust that healing requires. The
crucial question is, What sort of created diversiry uill lead one to holiness?
The answer is no doubt as various as creation itself. But certainll' same-sex couples find the right
spur to vulnerability, self-exposure. and the long and difficult commitment over time to discover



themselves in the perceptions of another -- thel'find allthis in someone of the same sex.

Theologically, says theologian David N{cCarthy. a homosexual orientation is this: "Gay men and
lesbians are persons rvho encounter the other (and thus themselves) in relation to persons of the

sarre sex." Some people" therefore, are called to same-sex partnerships for their own
sanctification. Opposite-sex pafinerships rvouldn't rvork for them. because those would evade
rather than establish the risht kind of transformative vulnerabilitv.

The difference between members of a same-sex couple is not "merely psychological," but also an

embodied difference, if only because sexual response is nothing if not somethingdone bodily.
Difference cannot be reduced to male-female complementarif-"-. because that would leave Jesus a

deficient human being. Jesus did not need a female other half to be fully human. (This point
raises the issr-re of what singleness is for. but that's a question for another day.)

If this account is correct, then it turns out that conservatives lvish to deprive same-sex couples not
so much of satisfaction as of sanctification. But that is contradictory. because so far as I knorv no

conservative has ever seriousll'ar-eued that same-sex couples need sanctification any less than
cross-sex couples do. It is at leasl contradictor) to attempt in the name of holiness to deprive
people of thc means of their or.vn sanctification.

Conservatives often claim it's dangerous to practice homosexuality. because it might be a sin. I

want to propose that the danger runs both rvar,'s. lt is more than contradictory, it may even be

resisting the Spirit, to attempt to deprive same-sex couples of the discipline of marriage and notto
celebrate salne-sex weddings. I don't mean this kind of rhetoric to insult others or forestall
discussion. l.lust mean thatthe danger of refusing to celebrate love is real.

And again Jesus spoke to thern in parables. saf ing. "The kingdorn of heaven may be compared to
a king whcl gave a wedding feast to his son. and sent his sen'ants to those who were invited to the
marriage f'east; but they would not cor-ne. Again he sent other servants. saying, "Tell those who
are invited, Behold, I have made ready rnl'dinner. m.v- oxen and my fat calves are killed, and
everything is rcady; corre to thc rnarriage f'east." But they'rnade light of it and went off . . .'['hen
he said to his servants, . . . "Go therefbre to the thoroughfares. and inl'ite to the marriage f-east as

rranv as you find. And . . . so the ri'cdding hall uas fllled with guests. But when the king came irt
to look at the guests. he sarv there a man u'ho had no rvedding garrnent: and he said to him,
"Friend. how did you get in here withor-rt a rvedding garment?" And he was speechless. Then the
king said to the attendants, "Bind him hand and foot. and cast him into the outer darkness: there
rrren will weep and gnash their teeth" (Matt.22:l-13).

Not to celebrate same-sex lveddings mar also be rnoralh'dangerous.


