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Preface

The 1988 Lambeth Conference called on all bishops of the Anglican
Communion to undertake in the next decade a ‘deep and dispassionate
study of the question of homosexuality’ (Resolution 64). This
Statement from the House of Bishops is partly a response to that call as
well as being our reflection on the pastoral situation we face in our
own Church and society. In formulating it we have been greatly
helped by the work of a small group, chaired by the Bishop of
Salisbury. We have also been assisted by the opportunity to share
these issues and this Statement with all our brother bishops in the
Church of England, including those who are not members of this
House.

Our purpose has been ‘to promote an educational process as a result
of which Christians may both become more informed about and
understanding of certain human realities, and also enter more deeply
into the wisdom of their inheritance of faith in this field’ (para. 1.9).

We cannot expect all to agree with our conclusions and, indeed, in
our own discussions we encountered a wide variety of opinions and
we benefited by vigorous debate, set as it was in the context of mutual
affection and tolerance. It is our hope that this Statement — which we
do not pretend to be the last word on the subject - will do ‘something
to help forward a general process, marked by greater trust and
openness, of Christian reflection on the subject of human sexuality’
(para. 1.9). We encourage clergy chapters and congregations to find
time for prayerful study and reflection on the issues we have

addressed.
On behalf of the House of Bishops
+ GEORGE CANTUAR

November 1991 Chairman
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1. Introduction

1.1 As Bishops of the Church of England we are conscious of the
anguish of spirit felt by many members of our Church today over the
issue of homosexuality. There is the pain and anger of those who grieve
over changes in the sexual morality of our society, and who feel that the
Church does not respond with a sufficiently clear scriptural and
traditional word and witness. There is the pain and anger of gay and
lesbian people who feel rejected by both past and present attitudes among
Christians, and also of heterosexual Christians who are distressed by
these attitudes and penitent for them. As chief pastors we ourselves know
the pain of being torn between the conflicting demands of individuals and
congregations, of particular ministers and the Church’s ministry as a
whole, of the integrity of faith and morals and the dignity to be accorded
to all men and women, made in God’s image. In what follows we have
tried, as those entrusted with guarding Christ’s truth and caring for his
people, to be faithful to what we have been shown of his mind.

1.2 These are questions in which deep levels of the personality, feelings
and fears often unconscious or unexamined, come into play, affecting the
way each person thinks and argues, speaks and behaves. The same applies
to the effects of cultural environment and conditioning. Such factors will
plainly have had their influence on what we say here, just as they will on
the way it is received. It can therefore be no more than one stage in a
discussion which needs to be continued throughout the Church by
individuals and groups who learn humbly and prayerfully to be open to
facts, to one another, and to Scripture, Tradition and reasoned reflection
on experience. Only so shall we discover how the word of the Gospel is to
be made living flesh in our day, and how all of us are to grow in the power
of the Spirit into a greater maturity in which ‘mercy and truth are met
together, righteousness and peace have kissed each other’.

1.3 Theologically there is a particular reason why these questions could
hardly be more sensitive, namely that they arise from some of the
sharpest controversies of faith in the Church at this time. They concern
the way Scripture and Tradition are to be understood, and the authority
which these are to have in matters of human living. How are we to
approach the biblical witness to God’s self-revelation in order to discern
the divine will for ourselves today? What are the consequences for
scriptural interpretation of critical scholarship or new scientific
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knowledge or new sensitivities arising from changing experience? These
are matters which in principle and in general terms have been examined
for us over recent years in the Church of England in such publications as
Christian Believing (1976), Believing in the Church (1981), The Nature of
Christian Belief (1985) and We Believe in God (1987). But specific issues
present particular difficulties.

1.4  On the major issue with which we are here concerned a landmark
for the Church of England in recent years was the report Homosexual
Relationships, published for the General Synod Board for Social
Responsibility in 1979. This consisted in the main of a document from a
Working Party chaired by the Bishop of Gloucester (the so-called
‘Gloucester Report’), to which were added 21 ‘Critical Observations’ by
the Board itself. Taken as a whole this was a major contribution to
discussion within the Church of England, but because of the controversy
it aroused it perhaps failed to promote as much serious debate as might
have been hoped for. In 1989 another BSR Working Party produced a
further substantial and valuable document (the ‘Osborne Report’) to
guide and assist the thinking of the House of Bishops, which had indeed
commissioned it. Because of the status of this text the House refused
permission for its publication, though a copy did make its way
unofficially into the possession of the media. We wish to put on record
here our gratitude for the help this Report has given us, not least through
its faithful attention to what homosexual people themselves have to say,
and through the openness and respect for people which mark its style and
approach. What is striking, however, as one reads both Reports, is how
little the main lines of argument have changed in the ten years that
separate them. Details have changed - on some scientific points, on
biblical exegesis, and in the volume of testimony from homosexual
people themselves - but of any substantial agreement there seems as yet
little sign.

1.5 [Itisimportant to recognise that in facing this situation the Church
of England is not alone. The 1988 Lambeth Conference revealed deeply-
felt divisions within the Anglican Communion in this area, and the
Report, The Truth Shall Make You Free, has this to say in the section
‘Christianity and Social Order’, under the heading ‘Sexual Orientation’

We recognise that this issue remains unresolved, and we welcome the fact

that study is continuing. We believe that the Church should therefore give
active encouragement to biological, genetic and psychological research, and
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consider these scientific studies as they contribute to our understanding of the
subject in the light of Scripture. Further study is also needed of the socio-
cultural factors which contribute to the differing attitudes towards
homosexuality ... in the various Provinces of our Church. We continue to
encourage dialogue with, and pastoral concern for, persons of homosexual
orientation within the Family of Christ (paras. 154-155).

The passage quoted then refers to Resolution 64, which begins as follows:

This Conference:
1 Reaffirms the statement of the Lambeth Conference of 1978 on
homosexuality, recognising the need in the next decade for ‘deep and
dispassionate study of the question of homosexuality, which would take
seriously both the teaching of Scripture and the results of scientific and
medical research.’

1.6 Outside the Anglican Communion the position is equally complex.
A ‘study on sexuality and human relations’ entitled Living in Covenant with
God and One Another, produced for the World Council of Churches by its
Family Education Office in 1989, has this to say:

...sexual orientation still represents one of the most painful situations in the
arena of sexuality before Christian churches today. The ways in which
churches respond vary greatly. Some ignore it, but history and the facts show
that it won’t go away. Some seek to bury or avoid it, with as little success.
Some seek to Face it openly, and the result may be turmoil. More and more ...
ithas become a critical test of faithfulness as churches struggle to know what
is God’s will for us as sexual beings (Sec. 2.4, page 2 col. 1).

This study also confirms what we said above, that the question of

hermeneutics, biblical interpretation, is fundamental to the whole issue:
How do we interpret the words of the Bible as we seek to discover God’s
Word? ... What set of values do we bring to that interpretation? Is our
emphasis on law or on grace? Do we feel that the purity of the faith means
that certain people must be excluded, or that its generosity means that all are
included and challenged by it? How do we avoid begging the question by the
way we ask such questions? (ibid.)

Another significant recent contribution is to be found in Chapter Four of

Human Sexuality, published in 1990 by the National Conference of

Catholic Bishops in the USA. It is important for its pastoral

understanding and its concern for new and sensitive language.

1.7 In England 1990 saw the publication of a report to the Methodist
Conference by a Commission on Human Sexuality appointed by that
Church. We wish to express our appreciation of this document, which is
an important contribution for all Christians by reason of its openness to
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the full range of human experience of sexuality, and the respect with
which it reflects on people’s personal stories. Its conclusions, however,
are in line with those of other contemporary texts, in that it stresses the
need for ‘a sustained attempt’ by the Church ‘to come to terms with the
issues’ before attempting definitive ethical utterance: ‘... the Church has
to live with where the debate is at the moment, and to look to God for the
future’. A very similar conclusion was reached by a Working Party of the
United Reformed Church, which issued a much briefer Report,
specifically on Homosexuality, as a basis for discussion in March 1990.

1.8 We have sought to take account of all these and other current
statements, and have been aided by submissions from members of our
own House. We have also had the help of gay and lesbian Christians who
have generously shared with us their own experiences and concerns. We
are grateful to them all. In the event we have felt it right to be more
specific and concrete than some other bodies in our guidance to our own
Church, but what we say is also offered to all Christians as a contribution
to the ecumenical quest for God’s will today in this field of human life.

1.9 Our primary aim has been to promote an educational process as a
result of which Christians may both become more informed about and
understanding of certain human realities, and also enter more deeply into
the wisdom of their inheritance of faith in this field. What is needed is
unpressured time for prayerful study and reflection, pursued within
congregations in whatever ways are most helpful and acceptable and
with readiness to listen to those who can speak relevantly from personal
experience. Good published material from many points of view is also
available. Our hope is that in what follows, while fulfilling our
responsibility to address certain practical questions in the immediate
situation of our own Church, we can also do something to help forward a
general process, marked by greater trust and openness, of Christian
reflection on the subject of human sexuality.



2. Scripture and Human Sexuality

2.1 When as Christians we consider sexuality or any other aspect of the
human condition in the light of Scripture, there are always three distinct
realities interacting in our minds and competing for control of our
thinking. The first is the content of Scripture itself. The sacred text is
diverse, drawn from a period of some twelve centuries, from a wide
range of social, cultural and spiritual situations, and influenced by ideas
from outside Israel as well as within it. It is possible to discern unifying
themes, and to talk in broad terms about a biblical approach to ethics that
is centred on God and his covenant-law, the land, the people, their local
communities and the family, and about a sexual ethic that is gradually
built up within that wider ethical context. But norms of behaviour and
the values attaching to the complex roles and relationships of men and
women vary from one time and text to another.

2.2 The second reality at work in our thinking will be ‘salvation
history’, that is, the overall shape of the biblical story as this has been
perceived by Christian faith and interpreted and told in Christian
tradition. In this salvation history the world is created good but then
distorted as a result of the decision of free beings to go against the will of
God. Chiefly responsible is humankind, made in God’s image and
likeness, and given power over other creatures as God’s steward or
viceroy in the world. This human disobedience affects the whole natural
order but especially men and women themselves, whose own nature is
thereby corrupted and placed in need of liberation from evil. However,
the same infinite love which created is also active to rescue and restore.
God has been constantly at work to guide history and to support those he
loves, and finally in Jesus comes to live in his world in the undistorted
image of a humanity perfectly identified with the divine will. In this true
humanity he endures all that sin and evil can inflict, and breaks their
power by the undefeated love and holiness which pass through the Cross
to the Resurrection and Ascension. For those who acknowledge this
victorious love of God revealed in Jesus Christ there is forgiveness of sins
and access to new and eternal life, in which the transforming presence of
God’s own Spirit can make every human being Christlike in the way
appropriate to each, and ultimately restore the whole creation. This
divine work of liberation is seen as foretold or prepared for in various
ways by those before Christ who were open to God’s mind and message,
and as recorded and interpreted for all future generations in the New
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Testament. [t is as the consistent, reliable and divinely inspired witness to
this salvation history that Scripture has been traditionally heard as God’s
Word, the authoritative revelation of his redeeming purpose and moral
will.

2.3 The third component which bears on our approach to Scripture is
our general view of the world and our experience of life. In every
generation these pose questions which thoughtful Christians seek to
answer, and form the background to their understanding as they
interpret the Bible for their own day. For many Christians at the present
time the world-view they absorb from contemporary western culture,
though in many ways open to challenge and increasingly under attack in
the course of this century, remains a pervasive influence, particularly
inhospitable to biblical ideas. It presents us with a cosmos unimaginably
vast and constantly evolving, within which environments such as our
own, capable of sustaining life, seem likely to be an infinitesimal
minority. We perceive ourselves as both related to and distinct from
other developed organisms on this planet, products of genetic mutation
and environmental selection. Our understanding of history and of our
own personal stories grows ever more complex as we become more
aware of the ways in which the lives of communities and individuals are
shaped by inheritance and nurture, cultural and economic forces, and
biological and geophysical conditions. Within the small and variable
margins of human freedom each generation constantly modifies the
agreed content of values and norms, of right and wrong. Relationship
with God has always been problematic in a world where suffering and
deprivation are morally random, but becomes even more so when the
intellectual climate is hostile to belief in spiritual reality. In such a chaos
of evidence it becomes hard for anyone not already convinced to accept
the insights of one faith only as the truth, one set of sacred writings as the
fullness of essential revelation, or the moral rules of one small community
in the past as normative for everyone for all time.

2.4 Our present discussion is further complicated by the difficulty of
defining sexuality in a way that will do justice to all the insights in the
wide-ranging contemporary literature on the subject. Rather than
become bogged down in a semantic argument that would of necessity be
inconclusive, let us instead begin from some of the ordinary-life
situations in which human sexual feelings and functions are involved, and
note what the Scripture has to say about them.
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2.5 In the Creation stories humankind is by God’s decision both male
and female. In Genesis 1 this is the way humanity is made from the first,
‘in the image of God...male and female’ (v.27). In Genesis 2 the male is
created alone, then the female later out of the male body, when other
creatures, made by God separately, are found inadequate as partners for
the man. In both accounts it is made clear that man and woman are unique
among living beings on earth, that they share an equality denied to other
creatures, and that they cannot live without each other. In Genesis 2 the
man, as a royal figure, has authority over the woman, demonstrated in his
giving her her name; but the name also expresses the fact that their
natures are essentially the same. The man, from the first, experiences a
longing for the woman so powerful that in all generations it will take
men away from the parental home to make a new life with their wives;
but the woman’s relationship to the man is still seen as one which may be
called ‘subordination-within-equality’. Humankind has a common task
and dignity within creation, but the ultimate authority in their
partnership is vested in the man. At the same time the importance of both
mother and father for the upbringing of children in the family is stressed,
and children are taught to pay honour to both (Exod. 20.12; Lev. 19.3;
Prov. 1.8-9, 15.20, etc).

2.6 The Bible acknowledges the power of the mutual attraction
between men and women, and celebrates it, most notably in the Song of
Songs. The strength of a man’s love for a woman is classically evoked in a
few words in the story of Jacob and Rachel (Gen. 29.20). Proverbs 31 pays
tribute to the contribution a woman can make to a domestic, social and
economic partnership in the context of a well-to-do family, while the
submission considered proper in a wife is reflected in a royal wedding
psalm (Ps. 45.11). But Scripture also recognises that sin can disturb the
delicate balance of the man-woman partnership. In Genesis 3 part of the
woman’s punishment for breaking the divinely ordered hierarchy of
relations between the sexes by leading the man astray is a desire for him
so strong that it makes her his slave, just as the man is punished for
abdicating his authority by the rebellion of nature against him. In
practice, though Israel was more affirming of women than some other
ancient Near Eastern cultures, still there was always what is to the
modern mind a severe imbalance in the man-woman relationship. This
can be seen, for example, in the husband’s technical monopoly of the
right to divorce or in the limitations on the part women could take in
public worship or community affairs.

7



2.7 The institution of marriage in the Scriptures is closely bound up
with the urgent need for sons to preserve the father’s name in Israel, to
keep secure the family’s share in the land, held in trust from God, and to
uphold the family honour (cf. Ps. 127.3-5). This, and the fact that to have
several wives was a sign of wealth and status, meant that in the early
period of Israel’s history polygamy was not uncommon, at least amongst
the well-off. Even a husband’s affection could not make up to a childless
wife for the inferiority of her position (1 Sam. 1.1-8).

2.8 Linked with the central importance of procreation is the
significance of the male genitals, believed in early times to be the sole
source of new life, which was planted complete in the womb by the man’s
seed. In the stories of the patriarchs an especially solemn oath would be
taken with one’s hand touching the genitals of the man to whom the
promise was made (Gen. 24.2,9). A man whose genitals were damaged or
missing was excluded from the worshipping congregation (Deut. 23.1),
though in later times a prophet could teach that such a person, if he kept
the divine law, would be honoured by God (Isa. 56.4,5).

2.9 On the question of sexual activity outside marriage the Old
Testament reflects a slowly evolving morality. As is common in many
cultures, a double standard is applied, men having greater freedom than
women. That men will have intercourse with their slave-girls is
recognised and regulated. Because the woman, whether betrothed or
married, is the guarantor of the integrity of the family, adultery is
according to the Law punishable by death, though this was often
disregarded, and the penalty in time became obsolete. This particular
prohibition does, however, play an important role in the teaching of the
prophets. The fact that sexual promiscuity was a feature of Canaanite
religion, and certainly part of its attraction for those brought up in the
austere desert tradition of Israel’s faith, led prophets such as Hosea,
Jeremiah and Ezekiel to characterise this apostasy as adultery against
God, Israel’s true husband. To bring out the true horror of the offence,
however, they also intensified their language about unfaithfulness,
painting the physical act itself as filthy and shameful; and this certainly
introduced a new and negative note into biblical references to sexual
intercourse. Old Testament society, in short, was no stranger to sexual
freedom; and in the second century BC the laments of Ecclesiasticus
about the immorality of unmarried daughters, and his warnings against
the wiles of loose women on social occasions, confirm that as we
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