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ABSTRACT 

JEREMY SEAN HALL  

REAWAKENING THE ETHICAL IMAGINATION OF THE LOCAL CONGREGATION 

THROUGH THE EXPLORATION OF THE BIBLICAL METANARRATIVE. 

Under the direction of David P. Gushee 

 

 In the fall of 2019, Towne View Baptist Church (TVBC), a small Southern Baptist 

Church in north Georgia, voted to welcome LGBTQ believers into full membership. While the 

church was proud of its newly adopted membership policy, its people were theologically unsure 

of their actions. If one had surveyed members on why they had welcomed LGBTQ believers, 

they would either have offered platitudes about God’s love and the ubiquity of sin or would have 

attempted to prooftext their way through the question. The concern is that this inclusion decision 

sat on a weak foundation and could be walked back in the future by poor Biblical interpretation. 

If leaders could move this group of (formerly) Southern Baptists to look at the Bible in a new 

and life-giving way to see a better and more inclusive church, then it would be possible to form a 

more robust church witness in the post-Christian United States. 

My thesis project sought to train the TVBC membership to approach ethical decisions in 

the context of the Biblical metanarrative and to awaken the ethical imagination by aligning 

church decisions with the themes and trajectory of the Bible. If effective, this training would also 

aid TVBC members in making difficult decisions in the future from a robust Christian ethic 

grounded in the trajectory of God’s dream for the creation as found in scripture. The exploration 

of the biblical metanarrative allowed the participants to engage their ethical imagination, 



 

xii 

moving from choosing affirmation as a negation of their culturally-embedded understanding of 

the LGBTQ prohibition found in the “anti-homosexual acts passages” to being able to 

understand their affirming position as a response to the metanarrative of the Bible and the 

trajectory of God’s redemptive work across the story of the Bible and in the world.   
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 

“For the word of God is alive and active. Sharper than any double-edged sword, it 

penetrates even to dividing soul and spirit, joints and marrow; it judges the thoughts and 

attitudes of the heart” - (Hebrews 4:12).  

 

“It's not a ****** book! It's a weapon! People will come from all over. They’ll do 

exactly what I tell ’em if the words are from the book.” Carnegie, The Book of Eli (2010).  

 

The Bible is not a dictionary. The Bible is not an encyclopedia. The Bible is not a rule 

book. The Bible is not an instruction manual. The Protestant Bible is a collection of 66 books, 

with at least 35 traditional authors and unknown numbers of editors. It contains history, poetry, 

biography, apocalypses, songs, wisdom and philosophy, myth, ritual guides, prophecy, politics, 

and other people’s mail. It was written by kings in their palaces, priests in their Temple-adjacent 

homes, homeless prophets, refugees in exile, pastors, and traveling preachers. It was written in 

three different languages on three continents and by practitioners of two different religions. 

Amid the epic scale of its diversity, we discover a divine continuity: the dream of God to bless 

all the families of the Earth. While the Bible can be beautiful in its accessibility, we do ourselves, 

the Church, the text, and the world a great disservice when we act like it is simple.  

The Baptist tradition has frequently been guilty of this disservice, specifically in its 

Southern Baptist expression. A love for and devotion to scripture was cultivated in me while 

growing up in an Evangelical community. Like most of my Evangelical peers, I was given 

inferior tools to handle the text. I was taught that any question I had about life, society, 

relationships, science, money, family, morality, sex, or politics could be easily in the Bible. If I 
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wanted to know what God had to say about a subject, I had to ask a concordance, a Bible 

dictionary, or an online search engine, “what does the Bible say about X?” Whatever answer the 

search engine spits out, the dictionary offered, or whatever verse the concordance directed you 

to, that was the answer. “The Bible says it, I believe it, that settles it.” When we treat the Bible 

this way, however, we limit the work of the Spirit in the text and are in danger of building an 

ethic, both in the macro and in the micro, that misses the forest for the trees. We ought to study 

the whole counsel of scripture and ask questions that sound more like “Where is the Bible going 

on X?” than “What does the Bible say about X.”  

The perfect case study for this dilemma is the LGBTQ community’s relationship with the 

Church. For the younger version of myself and millions of other American Christians, the 

“LGBTQ question/problem.” For most Evangelical Christians, the discussion is limited to six 

verses from across the Bible that, in English, seem to directly address “homosexuality” and 

condemn it as sinful, detestable, and abominable. There is little debate among those who have 

been taught the method of Biblical prooftexting. How could there be? The six passages are clear. 

Yet, when we examine the fruit of this theology and the behavior and ethics it produces, the fruit 

does not look like the Kingdom of God. This type of scripture reading leads to broken families, 

discarded and homeless youth, repressed, lonely adults, sham marriages, drug abuse, child abuse, 

lives lived in fear, and depressed, anxious, suicidal youth who want nothing to do with the 

Church. In Matthew 7, Jesus tells us that “every good tree bears good fruit, but a bad tree bears 

bad fruit. A good tree cannot bear bad fruit, nor can a bad tree bear good fruit.” We should cut 

the prooftexting tree down and throw it into the fire. Prooftexting has produced bad fruit for far 

too long, and many of our children have choked on it or have been poisoned by it.   
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Context 

Towne View Baptist Church (TVBC) was, at the time of this study, a congregation 

affiliated with the Southern Baptist Convention (SBC) in North Georgia. TVBC has been located 

in the Kennesaw community for all 33 years of its ministry life, the most recent 26 of which have 

been under the leadership of the same senior pastor. Kennesaw is often cited in travel blogs and 

shock articles as “America's most backwards city.”1 Despite its location, the church enjoys 

surprising diversity with a 70% white congregation; the rest of the church claims several 

different native languages, nationalities, and wide distribution of political beliefs. This diversity 

is not limited to the pews. TVBC’s diversity is also reflected in its leadership, with our 

democratically elected diaconate being only 40% white men. We have ordained women into full 

pastoral ministry and have supported single female missionaries abroad. In February of 2021, the 

SBC executive committee voted to excommunicate TVBC from its fellowship due to our voting 

to welcome LGBTQ believers into our members in the fall of 2019, a decision that cost the 

church one-third of its membership and staff and one-half of its income.  

These actions by the denomination and much of the TVBC membership were not 

unexpected. The question of what to do with LGBTQ Christians, or if LGBTQ people can even 

 
1 “America’s Most Backwards City,” https://www.yahoo.com/entertainment/video/welcome-

most-backwards-city-america-160004567.html This is a link to a 2015 mini-documentary from 

Yahoo News about how Kennesaw, Ga is “America’s most Backwards City.” They list reasons 

such as Civil War Leader veneration, mandatory gun ownership, and the mostly unchallenged 

existence of the white supremacy story, Wild Man’s, on the main downtown strip. (accessed 

June 23, 2022). 
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be Christians, has been one of the most divisive and heated debates in the SBC for decades.2 

TVBC was not the first congregation to be expelled for such actions, nor will it be the last. Even 

in more moderate Baptist denominations, such as the Cooperative Baptist Fellowship, leadership 

would often prefer to avoid the subject in order to keep the peace.3 

 
2 Here are three articles that can help contextualize the conflict over LGBTQ people in the 

SBC church in the context of the AIDS crisis when the denomination's position shifted from a 

“don’t ask, don’t tell” style policy to one of open condemnation.  

 

Marjorie Hyer, “Southern Baptists Stop Distributing Aids Report.” The Washington Post. 

WP Company, September 22, 1988. 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/archive/politics/1988/09/22/southern-baptists-stop-

distributing-aids-report/27e6b5fb-6b97-4551-b8db-729ea9e719c4/.  

Peter Steinfels, “Southern Baptists Condemn Homosexuality as ‘Depraved,’” The New 

York Times. The New York Times, June 17, 1988. 

https://www.nytimes.com/1988/06/17/us/southern-baptists-condemn-homosexuality-as-

depraved.html.  

Bob Allen, “Paul Simmons, Outspoken Baptist Ethicist, Dead at 82,” Baptist News 

Global, March 22, 2019. https://baptistnews.com/article/paul-simmons-outspoken-

baptist-ethicist-dead-at-82/#.YzdJ1nbMJEZ.  

 
3 In this interview Dr. Frank Tupper talks about his years long struggle to host a conversation 

about LGBTQ inclusion at the Cooperative Baptist Fellowship (CBF) general assembly.  

  

Tupper, Dr. Frank. “Home.” Tripp Fuller, June 30, 2009. 

https://trippfuller.com/2009/06/30/baptists-homosexuality-and-the-church/.  

 

“In July 2016, CBF Moderator Doug Dortch appointed a six-member ad hoc committee 

to guide the work of the Illumination Project during its first implementation that focused 

on listening to, reflecting and expressing a range of voices within the Fellowship on 

matters of human sexuality.” In the end the “illumination Project” has been lampooned 

by scholars and church leaders alike for not actually saying or doing anything of 

substance despite much denominational fanfare.  

 

“Illumination Project.” Illumination Project. Accessed October 4, 2022. 

http://illuminationproject.net/.  
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The Problem 

While the church is proud of its history of diversity and its newly adopted membership 

policy, its people are not theologically sure of their actions. Suppose you were to survey 

members on why they ordain women, welcome all nationalities and races, and accept LGBTQ 

believers. In that case, they will either give you platitudes about God’s love and the ubiquitous 

nature of sin or attempt to prooftext their way through the question.  

Project Goals 

To awaken the ethical imagination of the TVBC membership to see that these decisions - 

to welcome all races, women into leadership, and the LGBTQ community - are not just the right 

choice but one in line with the themes and trajectory of the Biblical metanarrative. This training, 

if effective, will also aid TVBC members in making difficult decisions in the future from a 

robust Christian ethic grounded in the trajectory of God’s dream for the creation as found in 

scripture.  

Terms And Assumptions 

Terms 

Membership: To be a member at Towne View Baptist Church is to have full rights and 

rites in the community, serve in leadership, have voting privileges, and be subject to greater 

accountability.  

Christian Ethics: A way of living in line with the practices and teachings of Jesus.  

Affirming: Being of the persuasion that a person’s gender identity or sexual orientation 

has no negative relation to their being accepted into all aspects of the Christian life.  
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Welcoming: Being of the persuasion that Christians who identify as LGBTQ should be 

allowed into the fellowship and life of the Church, but that they are restricted from specific 

rituals and rights (ex: pastoral ministry, marriage, deaconship, communion, etc.).  

Traditionalist: The Traditionalist position is that because God disapproves of anything 

other than traditional cisgender, heterosexual identity and behavior, persons who identify or 

behave in any other way must be excluded from some or all involvement in the Church. (There is 

a softer version of this that would allow an LGBTQ Christian to deny their sexual orientation and 

live a life of celibacy.) 

LGBTQ: This is my respectful attempt as an “ally” to provide a broad and comprehensive 

attempt at providing a name to those people whom the TVBC moved to specifically welcome in 

2019. The term is a type of acronym, and while there are many variations (LGBT, LGBTQIA, 

QUILTBAG, etc.), this is the one that I have chosen for its brevity and clarity. The acronym 

breaks down to represent L: Lesbian, G: Gay, B: Bisexual, T: Transexual, and Q: The letter “Q” 

indicates that the “Q” in many available acronyms can represent more than one thing. Often the 

“Q” represents “queer” or “questioning,” in my version of the term, I use the letter to indicate 

that it is standing in for both. While I have named the most common representations of non-

cisgender identifiers and sexual orientations, I in no way wish to limit the representation to these 

and seek to welcome all healthy non-cis orientations and gender statuses.  

Prooftexting: The practice of forming an ethic, worldview, or belief from a single 

passage of scripture, disregarding all other tradition, experience, reason, Biblical passages, or 

data. 
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Metanarrative: “An overarching account or interpretation of events and circumstances 

that provides a pattern or structure for people’s beliefs and gives meaning to their experiences.”4 

Assumptions 

Perspective: Regarding the perspectives of the participants being studied, all participants 

are somewhere on the spectrum of “welcoming” to “affirming” regarding the question of 

LGBTQ inclusion.  

Biblical Literacy: All participants in this study are adult Christians who, in being faithful 

members of TVBC, have been in various classes intended to help them use and understand the 

Bible, as well as attending TVBC’s Sunday services which always include at least five 

engagements with scripture. 

Limitations 

The project occurred over time and could be affected by participant drop-out and will 

likely be subject to change due to the evolving landscape of what is acceptable social interaction 

as our response to the Covid-19 pandemic continues. It is also worth mentioning that due to 

Towne View’s geographical location, a representative sample size will not be socio-

economically homogeneous; the way they communicate is particularly diverse, and there will not 

be a way to standardize their responses to the surveys and interviews while still offering open-

ended questions. It is also worth noting that the sample group will not include any LGBTQ 

Christians, as there were no openly LGBTQ members in the congregation when we began our 

inclusion process. Regarding the content of the project itself and the theology chapter, there was 

 
4 Oxford Dictionary. 
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a risk that a journey through the whole of scripture, as I attempted to do, could lead to a 

supersessionist reading of the Biblical narrative. Supersessionism is explained in the 2011 

Dictionary of Scripture and Ethics as follows, “Supersessionism is the outcome of the 

ecclesiological struggle between the synagogue and the church, for each defines itself as the 

singular people of God,” meaning that the post-biblical norm for how most western Christians 

see themselves in the narrative of history is to have consumed this history of and replaced the 

place of divine favor of the Jewish people.5 I sought to help the participants and readers resist 

this concept, but the risk remains.  

Delimitations 

All participants in the study would have been present for the decision-making process 

and painful conflict that was a part of Towne View’s journey towards LGBTQ inclusion. This 

means that they have some background understanding of a Biblical argument for LGBTQ 

inclusion, and we will be able to use this understanding and experience as a baseline to work off 

of and build on top of as we endeavor to form a stronger ethical framework for these types of 

decisions though our exploration of the Biblical metanarrative 

Theological Reflection 

The key passages that I engaged in this work were the stories of shocking inclusion by 

the early church as seen in the book of Acts. The most important passages for my theological 

work come from Acts 8, where the conservative Philip baptizes an African eunuch in direct 

violation of Deuteronomy 23 and Leviticus 21. In the project, I led my congregation through the 

 
5 Dictionary of Scripture and Ethics (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2022), 760. 
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Hebrew Bible and New Testament narratives to showcase God’s propensity to welcome more 

and more of humanity into a relationship with God. The theological themes included the 

universal welcome of Christ, the nature of the Church, and the role of the Holy Spirit in the 

Church’s history and leadership.  

Methodology, Process, and Evaluation 

The project itself consisted of a series of Sunday morning Bible studies. These classes 

and discussions were open to all. The data collection was from a select group of 10-12 enrolled 

individuals who provided a representative cross-section of the congregation’s demographic 

diversity. All participants were over 18 at the start of the class and must have been members at 

the time of the 2019 inclusion vote (so the minimum length one of these participants would have 

been a member of TVBC is approximately two years). The group planned to meet weekly, in 

tandem with Towne View’s normal rhythm of life, engaged in a study of key moments in the 

Bible where God moves to welcome more people into God’s fellowship tracing this 

metanarrative from Genesis to Revelation.  

We had a total of five sessions starting in Genesis with the calling of Abram and his 

family. Then, we moved to the call for justice in the Jewish kingdoms. We continued with the 

ministry of Jesus in the gospels and the expansion of the Church to the gentiles in Acts. We 

closed with the images of the New Jerusalem as a place of hospitality and welcome. There were 

preliminary and follow-up meetings for those who were part of the study group.  

 We used the preliminary meeting to establish a baseline. We used open-ended and 

survey-style questionnaires asking people to rate their feelings or comfort levels with certain 

aspects of TVBC’s inclusion policy. After each session, we administered a shorter survey for 
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those participating in this study to gauge how participants were changing, responding, feeling, 

etc. At the end of the five-week study, we readministered the first test. All answers were coded 

and tracked to show any shift in perspective, following the example and instructions set out by 

Tim Sensing in Qualitative Research. 

I expected that these people who felt they had made the right choice, and Towne View 

along with them, would feel more confident in their decision and develop a robust theological 

understanding of why they had made this ethical decision. When we finished the project and 

cataloged this shift, we presented the findings in the same midweek setting to the whole of the 

study’s participants and the leadership of the church. One assumption was that if this study 

yielded the results we hoped, we would keep the resources, reuse them at TVBC and possibly 

publish them for use by other congregations. Regardless of the outcome, this study informed how 

I use metanarratives in teaching and preaching in my ministry moving forward.  

What’s At Stake 

The concern was that all of these advances sit on a weak foundation and could potentially 

be walked back in the future through poor Biblical interpretation. TVBC is the only affirming 

Baptist Church in the Kennesaw area; people drive up to two hours to worship there on Sundays 

as it is the closest safe church in their tradition/denomination of choice. If we could prove that 

this sort of church could be sustainable in Kennesaw, “America’s most backwards city,” then we 

could prove that it could work anywhere. If we could move this group of (formerly) Southern 

Baptists to look at the Bible in a new and life-giving way that enlivens their ethical imaginations 

to see a better and more inclusive church, then it would be possible to form a more robust church 

witness in the post-Christian United States.  
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Potential Significance 

Suppose we could lead a Baptist community to expand their ethics by studying biblical 

themes and grand narratives rather than prooftexting, especially on an issue as controversial as 

LGBTQ inclusion. In that case, the same Biblical ethical framework could be used to help the 

church think about other difficult subjects. This project, if successful, could be a tool to help 

pastors think about how to train their congregations better to think about and better use the Bible 

in ways that are mature and responsible.  

Sharing The Project 

Once the project was completed, the results of this project were shared with the 

congregation. The outcomes were shared with all who participated in the class, and a special 

debrief session was available for study participants. It is the intention of TVBC to make this 

class, or some variation thereof, a regular part of our Christian education programming. I also 

hope to publish the class in some form for other congregations to utilize.  
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CHAPTER 2 

SCRIPTURE 

 The book of Acts takes the reader on an adventure with the first Christians as they do 

their best to keep up with the Holy Spirit. Throughout the text, the Spirit continually stretches, 

shocks, and challenges the apostles as they learn what it means to live in the Kingdom of God. 

As the Church begins to spread outside of Jerusalem, the Spirit begins to guide the leaders of the 

early church to take radical actions, extending faith and welcome as they are prodded to include 

people of the wrong philosophies such as Saul/Paul, people of the wrong race, such as Cornelius 

and other Gentiles, people of the wrong sex such as Lydia, and people who were completely 

outside of the accepted order of things such as the Ethiopian eunuch. In this section, I focus on 

the narrative of Philip and the Ethiopian from Acts 8. I use this passage as the lens through 

which to interpret the other inclusion passages in Acts and to make a case for Holy Spirit-guided 

reinterpretation of biblical rules in the context of experience and biblical metanarrative.  

 The passage (8:26-40) opens with “an angel of the LORD” giving Philip the instruction 

to head to Gaza by a specific road, setting up a strange encounter for the man from Bethsaida.1 

We must meet the Spirit here first, rather than Philip. God is the primary actor in this story. 

Philip is only a vessel following the wild instructions of God.2 This wildness of the Spirit should 

 
1 Robert W. Wall, et al., The New Interpreter's Bible Commentary. Introduction to Epistolary 

Literature; Romans; 1 & 2 Corinthians; Galatians (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2015).  

Perhaps an homage to Zephaniah 2’s oracle against Philistia. In the LXX the words Gaza, 

deserted, and midday/south all appear in the first two lines of the passage, 4.  

 
2 Willie James Jennings, Acts (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2017). 
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not be surprising to us at this point in the narrative, as Luke has just come from the story of 

Simon the Magician and the cost of thinking that you can control the Spirit.3  The relationship 

between Philip, the diakonos, and his God, is one of total obedience. “God is overwhelming, and 

Philip will now experience what it means to fall into the hands of a desiring God. Philip must 

move forward at the demand of the Lord. This is not a precise direction, but Philip’s obedience is 

clear, and that is all God needs to direct disciples—imprecise direction and clear obedience.”4   

Philip encounters a foreign chariot headed home from Jerusalem on this desert road. The 

Spirit helps make the unexpected connection, commanding Philip to stay near the chariot, the 

rider of which, Luke tells us, is an African government official, the treasurer in the Ethiopian 

queen’s court, and a eunuch. This person might be the most exotic and strange individual that 

Philip, or Luke’s readers, can imagine. Not only is he a eunuch, the complications we will 

discuss in a moment, but he is called an Ethiopian; this term is often a euphemism for any exotic 

black Africans.5 As far as Philip is concerned, the person he is about to meet is from the very end 

of the Earth.6  

Philip engages the chariot rider on scripture after overhearing him reading from Isaiah 

and offers him an interpretation of the passage pointing to the salvific actions of Jesus. This is 

 
3 N. T. Wright, Acts for Everyone Part 1 Chapters 1 - 12 (London: SPCK, 2008), 130. 

 
4 Willie James Jennings, Acts (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2017), 81-2. 

 
5 William H. Willimon, Acts (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2010), 71. 

 
6 Carol A. Newsom, Sharon H. Ringe, and Jacqueline E. Lapsley, Women's Bible 

Commentary (London: SPCK, 2014), 540. There have been efforts on the part of the western 

academy to obscure the eunuch’s blackness.  
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the first time that we see a Christian evangelist or apologist use Isaiah 51 in this way.7 Presented 

with the Gospel, the Eunuch asks a powerful question (v. 36), “What can stand in the way of my 

being baptized?” This seemingly simple question is quite complicated, and Philip knows it. The 

Ethiopian official also knows. Having just spent time in Jerusalem to worship during a festival, 

he routinely was reminded of Deuteronomy 23, which clearly excludes eunuchs from 

participating in “the assembly of the LORD.” (Recall the clarity of the Ethiopian’s identity as 

eunuch).  

 Let us take a moment to step aside and look at the Deuteronomy passage in more depth. 

The twenty-third chapter contains various exclusions and a list of people to be kept out of the 

assembly. There has been much ink spilled on precisely what that means. What does it mean to 

be excluded from the assembly? There are a few schools of thought on this question. Some 

thinkers believe this to be a statement about civil leadership or perhaps having to do with 

military service. Others see this as clearly being about being able to worship in the temple.8 

 
7N. T. Wright, Acts for Everyone Part 1 Chapters 1 - 12 (London: SPCK, 2008), 130-134. 

Though this is not unexpected, the Jewish understanding of the narrative of their scriptures 

connected all things from the creation of the world and humans, though the patriarchs, kings, and 

prophets through to their present moment. So when we see Christians like Peter (Acts 2), 

Stephen (Acts 7), Philip (Acts 8), or Paul (Acts 13) use the Hebrew Bible in their gospel 

presentations they are not groping around in the scrolls for something that will fit. Rather they 

are, knowing their scriptures, seeing Jesus as the obvious climax to the story that they know so 

well.   

 
8 It is worth pointing out that the LGBTQ debate has been fought in this chapter as well. In 

verse 18 there are prohibitions against the children of Israel being ה ָׁ֖ ש or (qə·ḏê·šāh) ְקֵדש  ֵדָׁ֖ ק   ׁ  

(qā·ḏêš). While these two words are different forms of the same word for a sacred prostitute, 

they have, in many early translations, been rendered respectively as “prostitute” or “harlot” for 

the female ה ָׁ֖ ש but “sodomite” or “pervert” for the male ,(qə·ḏê·šāh) ְקֵדש  ֵדָׁ֖ ק   ׁ  (qā·ḏêš). (Examples: 

KJV, AMP, ASV, ERV, JPS1917, WEB.) Most modern translations render these terms as 

“prostitute” or even “shrine prostitute,” and some translations have grouped the two gendered 
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While there are arguments to be made in each direction, we see throughout this section of 

Deuteronomy concern with the religious life of the community. The prohibition is repeated in 

Leviticus 21:20, which lists physical traits which would disqualify one from religious service, 

which includes eunuchs. This prohibition of damaged testicles also fits with guidelines for 

unacceptable animal sacrifice.9  

Questions of taboo and ritual uncleanliness are present in this section of Deuteronomy, 

with words like “abhor” describing how good Israelites should react to these sorts of things and 

people. There is no clear consensus on why the eunuch is placed in this unclean category. Some 

suggest that there is a cultic issue that we have lost to time.10 Carolyn Pressler, in her 

contribution to Deuteronomy in The Women’s Bible Commentary, argues that the issues at play 

with the eunuch prohibition are gender issues. The main problem with a eunuch in the assembly 

is that their maleness has been compromised, their masculine power has been depleted, and their 

impotence has been transferred from their genitalia to their whole person and indeed their soul.11 

In her 2017 publication, Helena M. Bolle argues that there was a prevailing understanding 

among Hebrew thinkers that eunuchs violated the natural order that God had ordained over the 

 

terms together such as the NIV’s rendering “No Israelite man or woman is to become a shrine 

prostitute.” and the looser CEV’s “People of Israel, don't any of you ever be temple prostitutes.” 

 
9  Leviticus 22:24, “Any animal that has its testicles bruised or crushed or torn or cut, you 

shall not offer to the Lord; such you shall not do within your land” (NRSV). 

 
10 Clifton J. Allen, The Broadman Bible Commentary, “Deuteronomy” (Nashville, TN: 

Broadman Press, 1969), 343.  

 
11 Carol A. Newsom, Sharon H. Ringe, and Jacqueline E. Lapsley, Women's Bible 

Commentary (London: SPCK, 2014), 100. 
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world. The primary offense of the eunuch is liminality, the state of being in-between 

categories—neither one thing nor the other (though it is worth noting that hybridity is equally 

offensive). To be ambiguous in gender was to threaten the system that held society together and 

render oneself unclean. She highlights this in the Ben Sirach text, where there is the language 

around castration and eunuchs as euphemisms for general weakness, showing off the implicit 

disgust for the eunuch.12   

Other scholars see the Hebrew understanding of the word eunuch to be euphemistic for 

any male incapable of fathering children for any reason. This outsider status is also seen in the 

writings of other ancient near eastern cultures where we often see eunuchs thought of as a third 

gender.13 Isaiah 56 seems to reveal that these prohibitions are not part of the eternal will of God:  

“let not the eunuch say, ‘Behold, I am a dry tree.’” (3b. ESV) While Isaiah uses the technical 

term יס ִ֔ ר  ת ”,for the eunuch, the author also uses the phrase “cut off (has·sā·rîs)ַהס  ֵרֵֽ כ   - (yik·kā·rêṯ) י 

which can clearly be connected back to Deuteronomy’s use of the phrase “cut off,” ַרת  (karath) כ 

to refer to castrations. Perhaps these connections were made intentionally in Isaiah’s hopeful 

expression of what life would be like in the new creation.14 Perhaps the Ethiopian eunuch had 

 
12 Helena M. Bolle  and S. R. Llewelyn, “Intersectionality, Gender Liminality and Ben Sira’s 

Attitude to the Eunuch,” 2017 Vetus Testamentum 67 (4): 546–69. doi:10.1163/15685330-

12341291. 

 
13 Tom Horner, Jonathan Loved David: Homosexuality in Biblical Times (Philadelphia, PA: 

1978), 43. 

 
14 David Jordan, Subversive Words: Biblical Counterpoints to Conventional Wisdom 

(Woodstock: GA, Pure Heart Publishing, 2011), 109-11. There are many ways to categorize the 

books of the Bible, in his book Subversive Words David Jordan uses blessing as the primary lens 

through which he divides the Bible into three sections: inclusive (dealing with God’s desire to 

bless the whole creation), exclusive (dealing with God’s special blessing for the chosen people), 
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read this passage as well. All of this must be racing through Philip’s mind as he has this 

encounter. 

Ethics / Theology 

 In Glen Stassen and David Gushee’s Kingdom Ethics, readers are introduced to the “Four 

Levels of Moral Norms in Christian Ethics.” These are Basic Convictions, Principles, Rules, and 

Particular Judgements. Stassen and Gushee explain that there are faithful and useful ethical 

systems that arise out of the different ways Christians prioritize the four levels.15 They show in 

this section how focusing on any one of these norms at the expense of the others can yield 

disastrous results. If one chooses to take every ethical decision on its own, overemphasizing 

“particular judgments,” their ethical framework slides into moral subjectivism or antinomianism. 

The opposite of this may be the legalism that comes from using rules alone to build a worldview. 

I believe a “traditionalist” perspective on the LGBTQ debate comes from an emphasized focus 

on rules. In contrast, an “affirming” perspective can be biblically arrived at by centering on 

Christian principles.   

There are ways, as Christians, that we can test our ethic. Stassen and Gushee give us 

twelve tools for doing so as the key method elements of their Kingdom Ethics. One of these tools 

is the “four box diagram.”16  The “four box diagram” serves as both a descriptive and 

 

and apocalyptic (dealing with God’s designs for the transitions between ages). I believe that this 

concept can help clarify the interplay between the Torah passages with those of the prophet 

Isaiah.  

 
15 Glen Harold Stassen and David P. Gushee, Kingdom Ethics: Following Jesus in 

Contemporary Context (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2018), 70. 

 
16 See Appendix G.  
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prescriptive tool in the Stassen and Gushee framework; it is a tool that lets us explain how we 

have come to our conclusions and allows us to examine the process of others. The four 

“dimensions of moral agency” that it offers us are: way of seeing, way of reasoning, embodied 

context, and basic convictions (the order is not of consequence here).17  We can use this tool to 

better see ourselves by plugging our decision-making process into these four “boxes” to examine 

them better, but it also lets us do the same for the person of Jesus, allowing us to compare our 

ethics to his. When you do this, Jesus requires us to consider three cardinal ethical norms. These 

are sacredness, justice, and love.   

One of the essential concepts to pull on is the sacredness of human life. This notion that 

humans are alone in their own category aside from all created things as sacred permeates the 

entirety of the Hebrew and Christian scriptures. In the Hebrew Bible, we are introduced to the 

first mythical humans as being created in the image of God and bearing God’s dominion and 

creative power over their environment (Gen 1and 2). The humans share in God’s process of 

creation through their own reproduction of beings that can engage in creativity.18 The theme of 

sacredness continues to be revealed in God’s continued love and compassion for humanity and 

the strong themes of justice and wholeness found in the prophets. “Ultimately, the conviction 

that human life is sacred receives its firmest grounding in the Bible’s revelation of the character, 

activity, and decisions of God, which lies at the root of all its prescriptions related to how human 

 
17 Stassen and Gushee, Kingdom Ethics, 173. 

 
18 Christopher J. H. Wright, Old Testament Ethics for the People of God (Downers Grove, 

IL: IVP Academic, 2011), 118. 
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beings should be perceived and treated.”19 Human value is elevated yet again in the New 

Testament when the YHVH God becomes incarnate as one of them. In the person of Jesus, 

humanity is elevated and affirmed. “The New Testament bears witness to God’s continued self-

revelation. God continues to speak [a] transcendent word about humanity’s sacred value in God’s 

sight.”20 Jesus’ total rejection of violence, teachings on enemies and God’s forgiveness, and 

God’s saving love reaffirm the Hebrew Bible’s sacredness ethic. This incarnational aspect is a 

permanent feature of the divine’s role in the cosmos and relation with the created.21  We also see, 

in Jesus - in connection with the prophetic tradition, that none are excluded from this status, as 

Christ’s care is often focused on those at the bottom.22 Christians have recognized this as a core 

aspect of their teaching from the very beginning, with writing as early as the Didache taking 

stands against abortion/exposure/infanticide, participation in violence and war, and the 

gladiatorial games.23 These teachings are, as I mentioned, in the teachings of Jesus, but they also 

 
19 Christopher McCrudden, Understanding Human Dignity, “Section 3: Theological,” by 

David Gushee (Oxford: University Press, 2014), 278. 

 
20 David Gushee, The Sacredness of Human Life: Why an Ancient Biblical Vision Is Key to 

the World's Future (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2013), 84. 

 
21 Tripp Fuller, Divine Self-investment: An Open and Relational Constructive Christology: 

Studies in Open and Relational Theology (Middletown, DE: SacraSage Press, 2020), 10-11.  

 
22 Christopher McCrudden, Understanding Human Dignity, “Section 3: Theological,” by 

David Gushee (Oxford: University Press, 2014), 282-3. 

 
23 David P. Gushee, The Sacredness of Human Life: Why an Ancient Biblical Vision Is Key to 

the World’s Future (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2013), 122-7. 
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find their way into the Pauline epistles, displaying the ubiquitous nature of their early acceptance 

in the Church.24  

In practice, the strength of this norm is its categorical resilience. Outside of sacredness 

language, secular ethics tend to attempt the formation of human dignity ethics from capacities or 

characteristics that humans possess. The issue is that these are hard to agree on and inevitably 

create situations where certain people can fall outside the definition of human. If we fall back on 

characteristics or capacities such as rationality, agency, autonomy, spiritual capacity, and 

intelligence, what happens to people when they lose access to these faculties or never develop 

them in the first place? It plays too easily into the human tendency to label others as sub-human. 

This issue becomes most apparent at the periphery of life and society. The young and elderly and 

those on the edges of culture are most likely to be victimized by dehumanization.25 Sacredness 

ethics buffers this danger and locates the value and dignity of humans in the transcendent and 

intrinsic; not based on what they do or what they are capable of, but rather what they are, the 

imago Dei, the image of God (Gen 1:27-28).       

The second cardinal ethical norm is that of justice. For the sake of this argument, we will 

define justice in the negative to expose the lack of kingdom justice present in the fruit of the 

traditionalists’ perspective on LGBTQ persons and the Church. Injustice looks like greed and 

exploitation, domination and suppression, exclusion from the community, and violence. This 

 
24 T. B. Maston, Biblical Ethics: A Guide to the Ethical Message of the Scriptures from 

Genesis through Revelation (Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 1991), 195.8ik. 

 
25 Gushee, Introducing Christian Ethics: Core Convictions for Christians Today (Canton, 

MI: Front Edge Publishing), 109-10.  
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negative indicator list is antithetical to the reign of God, whose kingdom is marked by 

“deliverance/salvation, justice, peace, healing, restoration/rebuilding of community, joy, and the 

experience of God’s presence.”26 These seven “marks of the Kingdom” are a throughline from 

Isaiah to the teachings of Jesus. They can be read as signs indicating places and times when the 

kingdom of God has drawn near. I would also lay these alongside the Pauline virtue lists in 1 

Corinthians 13 and Galatians 5. These three lists together give us a reasonably clear image of 

what life looks like inside the Kingdom of God. As Stassen and Gushee's “key method elements” 

remind us, we are always to read ethical issues through “concrete Kingdom terms.”27  

Justice is the central norm of the Hebrew Bible and Jewish ethics. It is a cord that 

connects the earliest desires of God to the teachings of Jesus. From Genesis to Revelation, justice 

is always a part of the story. In the Old Testament, two Hebrew words have to do with God’s 

desire for the world and God’s people. The two key terms that the Hebrew Bible imploys to talk 

about justice are tsedeqah and mishpat. The first is tsedeqah, and it is often translated as 

“righteousness.”  This word has to do with having a personal ethic or worldview that leads you to 

treat people with the dignity and honor that they deserve as image bearers of God. The term is 

often connected with the rescue of the oppressed and vulnerable.28  The other word is mishpat, 

most commonly translated as justice or judgment. These judgments are more akin to restorative 

 
26 Stassen and Gushee, Kingdom Ethics, 10.  

 
27 Ibid., 190. 

 
28 Deuteronomy 14:29; 26:12-13. 
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justice, the setting right of wrongs, and the mending of the community. In these ways, biblical 

justice is both restorative and retributive.29  

Love is the final cardinal ethical norm.30  When considering a course of action, we should 

ask ourselves which sort of decision will yield the most loving result. Love and justice are dance 

partners in the Kingdom of God; love is an expression of justice towards others. Christian love 

presupposes the pursuit of justice for those around us.31 Christian love expresses itself not only 

as justice but also as sacrifice, mutual and equal regard, and compassion. Stassen and Gushee 

propose that the primary norm for Christian love is deliverance.32  In arguing this point, they take 

us to the parable of the good Samaritan, where Jesus shows us both how to love and who to 

love.33  In this parable, Jesus shows us four ways that love functions in its role as a Christian 

ethical norm. First, it looks on all, even the outsider or enemy, with compassion; second, it takes 

action through deeds of deliverance; third, it creates new communities; and fourth, it confronts 

systems, institutions, or individuals who exclude others.34 The centering of love as an ethical 

 
29 Gushee, Introducing Christian Ethics, 120-22. 

 
30 Matthew 22:34-40, Mark 12:28-34, Luke 10:25-37. 

 
31 Gushee, Introducing Christian Ethics, 139-40.  

 
32 Stassen and Gushee, Kingdom Ethics, 114. 

 
33 Luke 10:25-37. 

 
34 Stassen and Gushee, Kingdom Ethics, 115-9. 
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norm should move us to see the Church’s historic teaching on the exclusion of sexual minorities 

as potentially placing the Church in the role of the unjust oppressor who must be confronted.35   

History  

For a long time, I found the argument from history (something of an appeal to authority) 

quite convincing in the LGBTQ argument. How could 2000 years of Church history be wrong? 

Who are we to think that we can throw all of that away and decide that we have some new 

insight into the will of God and the truth behind human sexuality? Conservative/Traditionalist 

Scholars, like Gagnon, argue that the prohibition against LGBTQ behavior is pervasive and 

consistent throughout the entirety of the scriptures as well as the practice of the early Church.36 

So how could someone with a high view of scripture make the leap to inclusion, and how could 

someone who takes Christian tradition seriously be affirming?   

In reality, throughout the history of the Church, Christians have changed their minds on a 

variety of important matters. Christians were certain of what the Bible said about slavery, race, 

and women’s roles - until they were not. The Bible clearly taught that slavery was part of the 

divinely established order of the world. The Bible clearly taught that there was a hierarchy of 

races - that dark-skinned people were cursed and that all Jews forever were responsible for the 

death of Jesus. The Bible clearly taught that women were subservient to men, that they had their 

own roles to fulfill in the home and in the Church, and their own path to salvation through 

 
35 Gushee, Changing Our Mind, 132-4. 

 
36 Dan Otto Via and Robert A. J. Gagnon, Homosexuality and the Bible: Two Views 

(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2004), 104. 
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childbearing. Christians were certain about what the Bible said on these issues - until they were 

not.37     

In the history of western Christianity, the message to believers of color has historically 

been one of subjugation. “The first encounter with Jesus, we are told, came from those who 

wanted us docile and accepting of our earthly status while we waited for succor in the world to 

come.”38  It was clear to most of the Church until the late 19th century that slavery was a just 

institution and that arguments could be made from the Bible to defend, and even demand, it. We 

can look at archived sermons from all across the United States in the years leading up to the 

 
37It needs to be pointed out, though it does not fit into the main argument of this chapter, that 

the Traditionalist perspective has not always been the dominant voice in the Church on same-sex 

relationships. The most comprehensive work I have encountered on the development of Western 

Christianity’s thinking on LGBTQ issues comes from the work of John Boswell (1947-1994). 

The two books of interest are Same-Sex Unions in Premodern Europe, and Christianity, Social 

Tolerance, and Homosexuality: Gay People in Western Europe from the Beginning of the 

Christian Era to the Fourteenth Century. Boswell shows that hatred for homosexuals didn’t arise 

in Christianity until the work of John Chrysostom in the mid 4th century. (Christianity, Social 

Tolerance, and Homosexuality, 363-73.) Still, the Roman custom of allowing men to form a 

marriage-like union seems to have continued, with the blessing of the Church, into the early 

Middle Ages in Europe. This practice continues until the 5th century with the implementation of 

the Theodosian Code which criminalized same-sex relationships for the first time in Europe. This 

was the first time that explicitly Christian reasoning had been applied in such a law. (Same-Sex 

Unions in Premodern Europe, 276.) The first time that we see anti-homosexual legislation in 

Christian Europe that specifically mentions lesbian activity, rather than only being concerned 

with male same sex relationships or behavior is found in the Eclogues legal handbook first 

circulated in 741CE. The law includes an intense penalty for female same-sex behavior, scholars 

like Boswell believe that this was formulated specifically to curb sexual exploration amongst 

cloistered nuns. (Ibid., 245-6.) This was also around the time that the veneration of Christian 

martyrs Perpetua and Felicity, who were often seen as a romantic couple, fell out of vogue.     

 
38 Esau McCaulley, Reading While Black: African American Biblical Interpretation as an 

Exercise in Hope (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, an Imprint of InterVarsity Press, 2020), 

96. 
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American Civil War and find thousands of sermons defending slavery from the pulpit; the same 

is true for the European colonial powers leading up to their respective prohibitions. A popular 

four-point argument from scripture went something like this: Slavery was established by God in 

the time of the patriarchs. Slavery is part of life in ancient Israel. Slavery was spoken of and not 

condemned by Jesus and the Apostles. Slavery is the intended station for lesser races.39 The 

biblical arguments for slave ownership could be backed up by clear scripture references, 

passages about discipline, responsibilities to enslaved people, rights over enslaved people, when 

you can own a slave, and who can be one.40   

 The abolitionists who would seek in Europe and the United States to bring an end to 

chattel slavery would also seek to bring the Bible to the argument that slavery was incongruent 

with the will of God for the world. They would pull on liberation themes, such as those found in 

Exodus, Isaiah, Daniel, The Gospels, and many of the Epistles. The arguments that they made, 

which they would trace back to the teachings and style of Jesus, were more interested in the 

grand arc of the scriptures and the will of God than in individual verses.41 Much of the teachings 

on slavery in both the Old and New Testaments are embedded in their cultural settings and 

cannot simply be lifted out of them. Slavery in the ancient near east was a different institution 

than chattel slavery at the time of the colonial powers. Plus, while there are rules and 

accommodations for slave ownership, there are also provisions for asylum for runaway slaves 

 
39 Kristian A Smith, Breaking All The Rules (Cleveland, TN: Parsons Porch, 2020), 88. 

 
40 Maston, Biblical Ethics, 21. 

 
41 Esau McCaulley, Reading While Black, 162-3. 

 



 

26 

 

(Deut 23:15-16), limitations on how long someone could be a slave (such as the Jubilee),42 and 

teachings in the New Testament like those found in the book of Philemon which make demands 

on slave owners in such a way that they nearly nullify the institution.43   

 There is a similar story around the Church and the role of women. It is no secret that the 

world that produced the Hebrew Bible and the Christian New Testament was a male-dominated 

one. The patriarchal system was the primary social structure for the ancient near east, with the 

senior male making the decisions for the extended family. Women were often treated as 

property; fathers owned daughters until ownership was transferred to their husbands. The Torah 

contains rules apparently meant to control women’s reproductive health and freedom (Lev 11, 

12, 15) and guidelines for how women captured as war booty were to be divided and treated 

(Deut 20, 21). There are also rules, continuing the theme of women as property, commanding 

that women be married to their rapists44 (Deut 22). Many of these verses, when read on their 

own, are frightfully barbaric. The Calvinist idea of divine condescension/accommodation is 

useful here; while these Torah laws concerning women as property seem backward, cruel, and 

 
42 There is no indication that the Jewish kingdoms ever practiced the Jubilee. 

 
43 Christopher J. H. Wright, Old Testament Ethics for the People of God, 335-7. 

 
44“The verb used to explain what happened to the woman is ַפש ת   ׁ  (tāpas). Tāpas means to 

“lay hold [of],” or “wield.” Like ַזק  used in vv. 25-27, tāpas can (”ḥāzaq, the word for “force) ח 

also be translated as “seize.” Unlike ḥāzaq, however, tāpas does not carry the same connotation 

of force.” https://cbmw.org/2018/03/05/did-old-testament-law-force-a-woman-to-marry-her-

rapist/ (accessed June 26, 2022). 
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morally reprehensible to contemporary readers, they were progressive in their time and could 

represent the heart of God pulling people forward towards justice.45   

We encounter similar issues for women in the New Testament as well, particularly in the 

writings of the Apostle Paul. Paul forbid a woman to have authority over a man” (1 Tim 2) and 

declares that “women must remain silent” (1 Cor 14). There are similar teachings that limit 

church leadership to men (Eph 4, 1 Tim 3), with such teachings being based on the Genesis three 

account of the fall of humanity, saying that women are not to lead, teach, or speak because it was 

“Eve who was deceived” (1 Tim 2). Scholars and laity alike have bickered over whether these 

teachings are particular to a time and place or if they are general and universally applicable. The 

question becomes the same as that around slavery, does this represent the eternal will of God?  

Once again, the Bible provides its own counterpoints through its internal dialogue. The 

elevation of women comes from Jesus’ treatment of them, from Paul’s interaction with women 

like Lydia, women receive the Holy Spirit at baptism, and women are the first at the empty tomb 

and the first to preach the news of Jesus’ resurrection. In our own context, the prohibitions on 

women in leadership look increasingly absurd as women around the world gain access to 

education and ministry training, and men are encountering the unmistakable marks of calling on 

the lives of female ministers.  

Today the LGBTQ debate in the Church seems to be at a similar point. Those 

participating seem to be divided into three primary camps: “Traditionalist” - seeing LGBTQ 

persons as choosing to live in an abhorrent state of open rebellion against God and requiring that 

 
45 Wilda Gafney, Womanist Midrash: A Reintroduction to the Women of the Torah and the 

Throne (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2017), 300. 
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these persons repent and adopt a cis-gendered lifestyle. “Side-B Affirming” - accepting LGBTQ 

persons as a reality and welcoming them into full fellowship in the Church, rejecting that openly 

holding an LGBTQ identity is innately sinful but requiring celibacy as the only faithful response. 

“Side-A Affirming” - fully embracing LGBTQ identities and relationships.46   

For the traditionalist and “Side-B” (I am going to group them together as traditionalists 

since the outcome of their arguments is both less than full affirmation and welcome), the Bible is 

very clear. These Christians point to the “clobber passages” (“anti-homosexual acts passages”).47  

Most of these Bible readers are approaching the text in English or another modern translation 

produced in the United States. These translations have been subjected to regrettable cultural 

assumptions by the translators who were predisposed to highlight homosexuality as a sin. The 

brunt of the traditionalist argument is simply that the Bible is clear, but I, and many other 

affirming Christians, believe that it is not as clear if you come to these texts without the 

assumption of what they already say.  

My central argument is that these “anti-homosexual acts passages,” even if they are 

properly translated in most English Bibles (and I am not convinced of such), do not represent the 

eternal will of God on the subject of human flourishing, relationships, and sexuality. Rather, I 

argue that if you follow the grand narrative of the Bible from start to finish, it reveals the dream 

 
46 “LGBTQ+ Theologies 101,” https://www.qchristian.org/resources/theology#theologies 

supplied the categories. (accessed June 26, 2022). 

 
47 Traditionally, these are: Genesis 19, Leviticus 18 & 20, Romans 1, 1 Corinthians 6, and 1 

Timothy 1, though this list is not exhaustive. (All of these are directly addressed in session 6 of 

my project).  
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of God to be justice-oriented, as we have already discussed as the Kingdom of God. If we read 

the Biblical narrative through Kingdom lenses, we will be drawn to “read from below.”48  We 

will focus on the perspective and plight of the vulnerable and ask what sort of reading would 

produce the most love, justice, and liberation for them.   

In my project, I led a five-session Bible study looking at different instances throughout 

scripture where God’s welcome appears to take a leap towards the universal to better expose the 

biblical theme of universal welcome. In each session, we looked at a specific section of the 

scripture and built on the previous session to help participants view the metanarrative of the 

Bible.   

We started with God’s call to Abram and the promise to bless all the families of the 

Earth. From there, the class jumped to the covenant between God and the liberated Hebrew 

enslaved people at Sinai and the call to be a people who represent God to the world, exploring 

instances when the Jewish kingdoms lived up to that call and times when they did not. The next 

step was the ministry of Jesus, focusing on his disruptive teachings and transforming initiatives. 

We looked at the surprising people with whom Jesus chose to associate. Session four focused on 

the early church in Acts and the epistles. In my draft, I lovingly titled this session “Gentiles, 

Women, and Eunuchs, Oh My.” This session considered how the Holy Spirit guided the first 

Christians towards courageous decisions about who is welcome in the Church. This fourth class 

concluded with a look at New Jerusalem as seen in Revelation and Zechariah, treating the 

unification of the creation and the Creator as the telos of the metanarrative and noticing the 

 
48 Gushee, Introducing Christian Ethics, 50-52.  
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inclusive nature of these apocalyptic visions of God’s dream fulfilled. The closing session sought 

to apply what we observed to the “LGBTQ Question” directly. We looked at the “anti-

homosexual acts passages,” traditionally used to exclude the LGBTQ community from the life of 

the Church and sought to faithfully reinterpret them through the lens of the Bible’s metanarrative 

of welcome. 
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CHAPTER 3 

THE CHURCH CONTEXT 

Towne View Baptist Church (TVBC) in Kennesaw, Georgia, was commissioned by the 

Noonday Baptist Association with the support of the Southern Baptist Convention (SBC) under 

the sponsorship of First Baptist Rome. The founding pastor was the well-known and much-loved 

Georgia Baptist leader Rev. Dr. Monroe Swilley, Jr., for whom the Mercer University Graduate 

Library is named. The congregation was called into existence to meet an identified need for a 

Southern Baptist church in the Kennesaw Area, as it was on the growing north edge of the 

Greater Atlanta Metro area. Throughout the congregation’s history, it has moved from the 

conference room of a Days Inn (near the mall that drove our community’s development) to its 

long-term storefront location on Bell’s Ferry (now a liquor store). Towne View would leave the 

storefront after purchasing land near the campus of Kennesaw State University. Once they had 

moved to this new location, they would be committed to staying near the University, even 

though they would move a few more times with building and selling and sojourning in a school 

cafeteria while building their current location, one mile from campus and just a few hundred 

yards from their previous campus.  

For the majority of these transitions, the congregation was guided by Senior Pastor Rev. 

James “Jim” or “Jimbo” Conrad, the then and current (at the time of this thesis’ writing in 2022) 

pastor of 26 years. For most of the congregation, Jim is the only pastor they have ever had. 

Under Jim’s leadership, the congregation designed a building with versatile classroom space, a 

large fellowship hall, an open sanctuary with movable chairs, and a multi-acre field for 

greenspace. All of this is part of the congregation’s commitment to be generous members of their 
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community, seeking to be the neighborhood’s go-to location for space and community events. 

Today the church hosts music groups, community choruses, multiple homeschool groups, 

support groups, civic groups, and more.  

The City 

Kennesaw, Georgia, is a city on the rise. Home to one of the largest universities in the 

state, according to the U.S. Census, Kennesaw has added an average of one thousand new 

residents each year. Anecdotal claims from a local official show that the Coronavirus Pandemic 

accelerated that growth as people moved away from the city center. The city of Kennesaw is a 

city of anachronisms.  

A 2016 article and mini-documentary from Yahoo News deemed Kennesaw the “most 

backwards town in America.”1 Among the reasons cited for our receiving such a nomer include 

required gun ownership for anyone claiming the “head of household status” on their taxes, 

community resistance to the building of Muslim worship centers, and the existence of a white 

supremacy store on the downtown strip. The mini-hit-piece concludes with “feel free to visit 

Kennesaw, unless your black, Muslim, a student, or don’t think not everyone needs a gun.” At 

the same time, 2020 U.S. census data shows that over 16% of the population of Kennesaw are 

foreign-born, and only 61.7% of households identified their family makeup as white. The city 

has a fine botanical garden and two well-funded museums. As Atlanta continues to grow and 

 
1 “Welcome to the Most Backwards Town in America,” Yahoo! (Yahoo!) 

https://video.search.yahoo.com/search/video?fr=yfp-t&ei=UTF-

8&p=welcome%2Bto%2Bthe%2Bmost%2Bbackwards%2Btown%2Bin%2Bamerica#id=51&vi

d=3cf78eaa643dd817c9d760f8c9972e68&action=click. (accessed May 3, 2022). 
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reach further into the suburbs, the city of Kennesaw has also experienced an influx of musicians 

and fine restaurants.  

The Congregation 

Part of what makes Towne View Baptist such an important church for this community is 

its diversity. TVBC matches the diversity of Kennesaw, with an approximately 70% white 

congregation. TVBC speaks multiple languages and has members from multiple nations. At the 

time of this document’s production, of the deacon board of nine democratically elected members, 

five are women, five are people of color, and two are international. This makes us unique among 

the Baptist churches in our area. This diversity is never used for novelty’s sake and is always 

treated as a blessing that God has offered our community.  

The minorities among our congregation are involved in every level of leadership, serving 

as teachers, volunteers, worship leaders, on committees, on the diaconate, and on staff. It is 

essential to the mission of our church that we welcome diversity at all levels. To quote the 

mission statement document that is public on the TVBC website, “In creating a community of 

faith, hope, and love, we will not limit our outreach to only those of one particular age, 

background, race, heritage, or socio-economic status. We believe the church should reach and 

reflect its community.”2  

TVBC has also always been something of a maverick congregation amongst Southern 

Baptist churches. Despite its Senior Pastor having served as the moderator of the regional Baptist 

 
2 Towne View Baptist Church, “What We Believe,” https://www.towneview.org/about-

us/what-we-believe/. (accessed May 4, 2022). 
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Association and on the executive committee of the Statewide conference, TVBC has not always 

been in good standing with the rest of our denominational partners. TVBC has been ordaining 

women deacons and other female ministers for years, we have allowed women to preach, and we 

refused to adopt the “2000 Baptist Faith and Message.”    

The Controversy 

None of those mentioned above points of divergence produced any meaningful action on 

the part of the local association, the state convention, or the greater denomination. Yet, in early 

2021 the executive committee of the Southern Baptist Convention, meeting in Nashville for the 

first SBC general assembly since the beginning of the pandemic, voted to “disfellowship” TVBC 

and one other SBC church for having welcomed LGBTQ members.3 

In the spring of 2019, a young man started visiting TVBC. He was new in the area and 

had worshiped with us for several weeks before the pastors received a brief email from him. The 

email explained that he had moved to the area to take a new job, and his partner and three 

adopted sons would be coming to join him in Kennesaw soon. He had been shopping around for 

a local church for his family. After several bad experiences, he wanted to know if “my family 

would be welcome at your church?”   

Good evening,  

I had an opportunity to visit the church for the 11 am worship service yesterday 

and wanted to follow up with a couple of questions as I enjoyed the associate pastor's 

 
3 Ruth Graham, “Southern Baptists Expel 2 Churches over Sex Abuse and 2 for L.G.B.T.Q. 

Inclusion,” The New York Times (The New York Times, February 24, 2021) 

https://www.nytimes.com/2021/02/23/us/southern-baptist-convention-expels-churches.html.  
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message, the music, and the friendly people. We are moving here from Nebraska and are 

looking for a new church.  

My partner and I grew up in different fundamental, independent, Baptist churches 

in Indiana and value what we learned and what we were taught. However, the challenge 

is we are gay, and don't believe the fundamentalist view that a loving heavenly Father 

would create us to have same sex attraction but then expect us to lose that through some 

sort of painful conversion process, no more than I would blindfold one of my own kids 

and tell him I won't accept him unless he can learn to drive a car and navigate traffic 

without sight. 

We adopted 3 kids from Indiana's foster care system and are hoping to raise them 

in a church that will help them grow to know and serve the Lord, but understand that it 

may be difficult to find a place where that could be possible. I understand if your belief 

system would not be compatible with ours, but wanted to reach out to ask the question. 

Thank you for your time, -J4 

This young father, whom I have named “J,” was not the first LGBTQ person to visit or 

regularly attend services at TVBC. We had been experiencing an influx of new visitors from the 

LGBTQ community due to our church being listed on the website gaychurch.org. This website 

was designed to help LGBTQ folks find safe, welcoming, and affirming congregations near 

them. While it requires that a staff clergy member register the church in the directory, neither the 

 
4 Conrad, James A. The Rainbow Revival: a Pastor and Church on the Journey towards 

Inclusion. Kennesaw, GA, 2022.  
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Senior Pastor nor myself had added us to the site.5 At least one same-sex couple and several 

LGBTQ singles worshiped with us weekly. Most of the congregation welcomed them as 

participants in the service and even on Wednesday nights for dinner, prayer, and Bible study. But 

the question of membership had the potential to be an entirely different thing. So, the Senior 

Pastor and I started planning a process. There would be Bible studies, prayer meetings, guest 

speakers on both sides, real debate, and large and small group discussions. In our plan, everyone 

would have the chance to speak and listen.  

The first step of the process would be to go to the deacons, who, besides their role as “an 

extension of pastoral care,” serve as TVBC’s membership committee and explain the situation 

and our discernment plan. Our membership policy at the time stated that “all who profess faith in 

Christ and have been baptized are welcomed into the membership of TVBC.” We had hoped to 

lead a conversation on how we would define the word “all” moving into the future. 

The Conflict 

The meeting with the deacons did not go well. From that meeting, which had become 

quite heated, several deacons went down the hall to the most senior and most traditionalist 

Sunday school class and worked them up about how the pastors were throwing out the Bible and 

condoning sin in the church. Some from that class left the building immediately, never to return. 

Others began spreading these reports without speaking to any of the staff. Many members of this 

class would arrive uninvited to an event I was hosting for the deacons explaining the Biblical 

 
5 There were hostile rumors at the time that I had listed us on gaychurch.com and was 

attempting to undermine the congregation, its culture, and the gospel in doing so. I had, in 

actuality, not even heard of the website before one of the LGBTQ worshipers had mentioned it to 

me.  
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case for inclusion - defusing all of the traditional “anti-homosexual acts passages” and 

evangelical arguments against the inclusion of LGBTQ believers. Most were not there to listen, 

learn, or discuss but to dismiss. Some even heckled me throughout the evening.  

Soon the Senior Pastor left town for a week on an earlier planned vacation. Seeing an 

opportunity, one of these older traditionalists launched a secret phone campaign calling all the 

congregation members he believed would disapprove of TVBC, even hosting a discussion on 

LGBTQ inclusion. His list was not as sound as he had hoped, and several of the people he called 

turned around and called the pastors to let us know what was happening and that a secret meeting 

of the traditionalists had been called to decide what to do about TVBC’s apostate pastors. They 

invited the Senior Pastor to this meeting, in which they laid out their demands that the process 

end, that we clarify our membership documents to exclude the LGBTQ community, and that the 

church replaces the associate pastor with someone less radical. After this meeting, many of the 

traditionalists were not seen at TVBC again. The following Sunday, the Senior Pastor decided to 

end the secret meetings and ingroup/outgroup situation by discussing the issue and the blowback 

from the pulpit. One group of traditionalists staged a walkout during the sermon. Many others 

never returned to TVBC after that service.  

We hosted a few of the events that the staff had planned for prayer, Bible study, and 

discussion, though none of them at the level we had hoped, and just a few weeks after the 

pastors’ first meeting with the diaconate, the church voted. Though the traditionalists had acted 

with open hostility and divested from the church, they were still members and still had a right to 

a vote. Senior Pastor Jim decided that we must find a way to allow them to vote. Everything 

needed to be as above board and by the books as possible, so we created an absentee ballot 
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system for those who had already jumped ship. When the day came for the vote to be counted, 

the absentee votes were almost entirely opposed, but the in-person votes were unanimously in 

favor of changing our membership policy to “all who profess faith in Christ and have been 

baptized are welcome in the membership of TVBC, regardless of sexual orientation or gender 

identity without exception.” 

The Consequences 

Everyone was silent when the yeas and nays were counted and read aloud during the 

business meeting at the service's end. We knew something monumental had happened; our solely 

aligned Southern Baptist congregation had just voted to become affirming. Everyone in the room 

knew this would permanently change the direction of our church. Once the dust settled, we had 

lost a third of our congregation, a third of our staff, and half of our income.  

All of this took place in 2019. At the time, the only people who knew this was happening 

were the people inside our congregation. Someone on their way out the door informed the local 

Baptist association of what was happening at TVBC. The leaders at Noonday Baptist Association 

attempted to triangulate the staff and their families. Various leaders at the association office 

called different members of TVBC’s staff and their families to collect and compare stories before 

calling our Senior Pastor alone into a meeting to demand a change of course.6  

 
6 As the minister leading a congregation emerging from a season of conflict, whatever the 

conflict might have been, is a precarious position to be in. Not only is it potentially exhausting 

and overwhelming, there is always the risk that an anxious people will attempt to triangulate 

their leaders, putting them in positions where they will feel compelled to pick sides or fill the 

role of the identified patient and become the perceived source of the conflict. Leading 

Congregational Studies scholar Peter L. Steinke says that there are eleven main ways that anxiety 

in a congregation, or any emotional system, impacts the behavior of individuals. In 

Congregational Leadership in Anxious Times: Being Calm and Courageous No Matter What 
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Another former member of TVBC reported us to the SBC employing the newly formed 

(2019) portal created to report clergy sexual misconduct.7 This was just as the reality of the 

Covid-19 pandemic began to come into view and as TVBC began to move toward quickly 

building online alternatives to our traditional patterns of gathering. The SBC also took a break 

from meeting in person, leaving the issue of TVBC’s “sexual immorality” tabled until the 

executive committee could meet to discuss our credentials and status in the denomination. Many 

have asked why we did not choose to leave the denomination of our own accord - we were not 

good Southern Baptists. The short answer to that valid question is that the SBC was our home. 

They had commissioned us. We were faithful givers and participated in SBC life and the 

Cooperative Program. Our pastors had served on various committees and teams at all levels of 

the organization, and we maintained that we had done nothing wrong. Eventually, when the SBC 

met in 2021, it was a quick vote, and we were officially “disfellowshipped” for “sexual 

immorality.”  

At this point, the only periodical that carried our story was the student magazine at KSU 

down the street from the church; now, it was a “David and Goliath” story. The big bad SBC was 

 

(Herndon, VA: Alban Institute, 2006), pp. 8-9, Steinke lists (1) It decreases our capacity to learn. 

(2-4) It replaces curiosity with a need for answers and certainty, causing us to fortify what we 

already think, and keeping us from interacting well with each other. (5-6) Causes our brains to 

stop listening and processing new information, reducing us to binary reasoning. (8) This leads to 

the desire for a single quick and easy fix. When these “silver bullets” fail to work it leads to (9) a 

sense of hopelessness. (10-11) This hopelessness causes a total loss of creativity and the inability 

to be flexible in our interactions with each other. 

 
7 Southern Baptist Convention, https://www.sbc.net/about/what-we-do/sbc-

governance/credentials-committee/#gf_4 (accessed June 6, 2022). 
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kicking out a small local church. Everybody wanted a piece of that story. We were soon the 

subject of news stories and blogs from around the country and worldwide, from appearing on 

local and Atlanta news to Parisian magazines and the New York Times. With the new coverage 

came a lot of hate mail and many letters of support. Some letters even came with financial 

support. In the end, over $30,000 of support came in the first year. This season of outsider giving 

came to a close. (Here, in 2022, when this document is being written, there are a few recurring 

givers, but the one-time outside gifts have stopped).  

This publicity also brought with it some new worshipers. Along with the heartbreaking 

and heartwarming stories in many of the correspondences we received, we were making new 

friends as well, new worshipers and new members. LGBTQ people and allies alike were seeking 

out TVBC. People still drive over an hour to worship with us on Sundays because we are the 

closest safe Baptist congregation. Some of these folks worship with us online and attend online 

Bible Studies as they live a prohibitive distance away in rural southern America. For some of 

these folks, we are their community. Interacting on social media, watching our streamed 

services, going to online classes, and having scheduled calls with the pastors are how they are 

able to be a part of a church.  

My Ministry at TVBC 

I joined TVBC’s staff in the summer of 2018 as the Associate Pastor of Faith 

Development. My role is that of a pastor. I provide care and guidance. I show up if someone 

from our community is in need, I preach and teach classes, and I serve in a pastoral role on 

various governing committees and teams. My work is that of what some now call a “next 

generations pastor.” I am responsible for ensuring the functioning of a Children’s and Youth 
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ministry that provides the opportunity to develop a living and vital Christian faith and continuity 

across the program that intentionally guides young people as they grow. I also work with college 

students and young adults, utilizing my abilities in the worship band and our social media and 

communications ministries.  

In my role as a Pastor at TVBC, as it connects with this Doctor of Ministry project, my 

concern is for the preservation of this community’s affirming status for the future. TVBC is a 

biblically-minded congregation, believing they have made the right choice to become an 

affirming church. If you ask them why they will give you platitudes about how Jesus loves 

everyone, God created LGBTQ folks that way or something about the fall or the nature of sin. I 

worry that a future leader could undo this work by reintroducing traditionalist arguments from 

the “anti-homosexual acts passages.” Thus, my work with the congregation through this Doctor 

of Ministry project has been to help them command a biblical argument for LGBTQ inclusion 

based on a reading of the biblical metanarrative. 

Research Methodology 

For the project, we gathered weekly for five weeks. Each week I led a Bible study 

focused on points in the biblical narrative where the hospitality of God was on display. 

Qualitative methods were used to collect feedback and gauge the arguments' effectiveness. There 

was a pre-test offered to determine participants’ baseline understanding of the metanarrative of 

God’s dream to bless the families of the Earth. The same pre-test was reissued as a post-test to 

measure changes in how the participants answered the survey questions. In addition, each week, 

a survey was issued after the class to see how well the participants were tracking with the 

material and how well they connected and applied the themes.  
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The surveys utilized numbered scales to establish data points to compare knowledge and 

engagement between participants and open-ended survey questions.8 These tests and surveys 

were collected through an online survey/form service through TVBC’s subscription to “Church 

Community Builder (CCB).” This system allows me to see each response individually and, in 

comparison, to others. The CCB tool did some of the cataloging work for me, but I mostly used 

my own codification rather than the reports supplied by CCB. The data was stored both on our 

church server behind staff credentials and the print versions locked in my desk behind my locked 

office door. The participants’ identities were also kept confidential using pseudonyms. The only 

key to the pseudonyms remains locked in my desk files.  

Research Participants 

When recruiting the participants, I circulated that advertisement approved by the Mercer 

IRB.9 While the class was open to all as a Sunday Bible study, only the research participants 

were given the tests and surveys. The invitation to volunteer for the research group was 

circulated in the congregation as well as a specific collection of members were directly invited to 

participate.  

The group that we started with had twelve volunteers. By the time of the first class, that 

number had reduced to ten, with one more dropping out of the research group during the process. 

The final research group consisted of nine TVBC members of diverse backgrounds and ages, 

representing 12% of the congregation. All research participants had to be members at the time of 

 
8 The tests and surveys can be found in Appendices D and E.  

 
9 Appendix E. 
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TVBC’s inclusion vote and had to be over the age of 18 at the start of the study. The group was 

diverse in age and background. Ages range from 20 to 7610 and include international members as 

well as members from across the United States. The newest member had joined the year of the 

vote, and the oldest is a charter member. The gender breakdown is five men and four women.  

Institutional Review Board 

This project was approved by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) of Mercer University 

on April 27, 2021, for a duration of one year. The IRB approved this project using the setting of 

a Bible Study with clear pre-stated goals, utilizing teaching, pre-test, post-tests, and surveys. The 

IRB approved the use of these tools with the consent of the test subjects. After running an 

advertisement11 on all forms of church media and delivering an invitation to join the study during 

Sunday morning announcements for approximately a month, a group of twelve participants was 

given the informed consent document and assigned a pseudonym.12 Due to changing conditions 

related to the Covid-19 pandemic, several of these participants were not able to continue to the 

end of the study. Two formally withdrew from the study, and a third simply stopped 

participating. The final nine participants remained active in the study to its conclusion.  

Research Participants 

The goal was to recruit a representative group of TVBC members who were eligible to 

vote at the time of the LGBTQ inclusion vote in Fall 2019. This would mean that all participants 

 
10 Research Participant ages: 20, 37, 39, 44, 51, 44, 66, 66, 72, 76.  

 
11 IRB approved advertisement - Appendix A.  

 
12 Informed Consent document - Appendix B. 
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would, at the time of the study, be over the age of 18 and would have been members of TVBC 

for at least two years. TVBC is diverse in nationality, race, gender, persuasion, and age; I had 

hoped to have all forms of diversity represented in the research sample for the sake of giving a 

clear image of the congregation’s perspectives and responses to the project. Unfortunately, our 

diversity suffered due to Covid-19 complications, and our sample ended up looking more like 

our local context than our congregation itself. The participants still offer a range of backgrounds 

and ages.  

The participants included Black, a 20-year-old student; Navy, a 37-year-old medical 

professional; Blue, a 39-year-old businessman; Green, a 44-year-old insurance adjuster; Purple, a 

51-year-old retired chemist; Teal, a 66-year-old retired data analyst; Brown, a 66-year-old stay-

at-home grandmother; Orange, a 72-year-old retired nurse; and Pink, a 76-year-old banker. This 

group, varied in professions and ages, also represented new members (at the time of the vote) 

and charter members, life-long Baptists and converted Roman Catholics, from a college diploma 

to a doctorate, white and black, born-and-raised southerners, and transplants from the northeast, 

and varied socio-economic statuses.  

Approach To Data Analysis 

The data collected from the questionnaires administered as pre-tests, post-tests, and 

weekly surveys offered participants the opportunity to use graded scales and open-ended 

questions to allow the participants to respond in multiple ways to different types of questions. 

These methods allowed participants in the study to create their own language to explain their 

experiences. This process allows great freedom for the participants but makes codification 

difficult as there is no standardized vocabulary. To make sense of these sorts of answers, one 
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must search for trends and clues to help the researcher decode the answers and stories provided. 

Another useful tool is graded scales that allow participants to rate how effective an experience 

was for them with great freedom on a standardized scale.13 These sorts of evaluation tools were 

easy to use for participants as they are accustomed to being asked to take surveys. Tim Sensing 

suggests that surveys are a strong choice for this sort of qualitative research as he suggests they 

are strong for measuring “beliefs and values.”14 These coded responses could then be put in 

contrast to each other and the participant’s own answers over the course of the project’s duration.  

This information was collected from the platform (CCB) and analyzed. The data received 

in the form of numbered scales were graphed quickly to show how participants differed from 

each other. Data showed the progress or lack thereof between the pre-test and post-test. The long 

form with open-ended questions was coded to locate themes using affective coding methods to 

uncover values and judgments.15 

 

 
13 Nancy Ammeran, et al., Studying Congregations, 217. 

 
14 Tim Sensing, Qualitative Research, 119.  

 
15 Saldana, The Coding Manual for Qualitative Research, 4th ed., 159. 
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CHAPTER 4 

RESEARCH EXAMINATION  

Having discussed the theological, biblical, historical, and ethical framework at play in the 

background of the debate about LGBTQ inclusion in the Christian Church, we will turn to 

examine the outcome of the project. How has a careful exploration of the biblical metanarrative 

helped frame Towne View Baptist Church’s decision to become affirming of LGBTQ believers? 

Did the project fulfill the goal of awakening the ethical imagination of the TVBC membership to 

see their inclusion decisions, specifically LGBTQ affirmation, as not just the right choice, but 

one in line with the themes and trajectory of the Biblical metanarrative? This training, if 

effective, would have also aided participants in making hard decisions in the future from a robust 

Christian Ethic grounded in the trajectory of God’s dream for the creation as found in scripture.1 

All nine participants who completed the program have submitted a pre-test on their thoughts 

around inclusion to give us a baseline.2 Each week after they gathered for Bible study, 

participants took a survey in the form of a questionnaire to measure the ability of their ethical 

imagination to engage with the studied scripture in the context of the LGBTQ debate.3  

 
1 For an outline of the sessions, see Appendix C.  

 
2 For pre-test and post-test, see Appendix D. 

  
3 For the weekly questionnaire, see Appendix E. 
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The Class 

 The first session of the five-week class took place on Sunday, August 1, 2021, and the 

last session was posted to a private YouTube channel on Tuesday, September 7, 2021. With the 

class taking place in the fall of 2021, we had to contend with uncertainties around Covid-19. 

TVBC had been worshipping in the building with various restrictions, rules, and precautions for 

about a year, having opened the sanctuary for worship in July 2020.4 We knew that Covid-19 

could complicate the project and the class. Still, the participants were all willing to participate in 

the class, which was set up with participants being socially distanced at tables in the fellowship 

hall. Those taking the class and those who had volunteered to be research participants agreed to 

wear masks in the classroom. We were also capable of allowing participants who could not be 

present due to health concerns to participate digitally in the classroom experience. The policy of 

TVBC during Covid-19 was that if we had a case in the building, we would take a week off and 

do all of our ministries online for the next week. We did have such a situation the week of the 3rd 

session, which led to sessions 4 and 5 being online-only experiences. For week 4, the research 

participants had the same amount of time (one week) as usual to complete the online survey; 

there was no survey after week 5, only the post-test. The participants were asked to complete the 

post-test within ten days of when the video was sent to them.   

Along with the nine participants who had agreed to be subjects of my study, there were 

approximately twelve other parishioners in the weekly class; these non-research participants had 

 
4 Jim Conrad, “Why We Gather for In-Person Worship,” August 10, 2020, 

https://baptistnews.com/article/why-we-gather-for-in-person-worship/#.YrtJp3bMJEY (accessed 

September 12, 2021.) 
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full access to the class but did not have access to the tests or questionnaires. While all class 

attendees were aware that the class was part of my Doctor of Ministry project, they were not 

informed who among them was part of the research group. Each class involved a fellowship time 

at the start of the session, the lesson itself, and time after the lesson for the class participants to 

have the opportunity to dialogue with each other about what they had just experienced. The 

teaching portions of each class were video recorded for internal use with the weekly consent of 

the participants.     

Pre-Test 

 Before the first session gathered in August, the participants were asked to complete a pre-

test to set a baseline for where they were in their decision-making process, their thinking about 

how the Bible functions in ethical decision-making, and their comfort and confidence levels 

around TVBCs’ inclusion of LGBTQ members. At this point in the project, I still had twelve 

participants; eleven of them would complete the pre-test. Represented here are only the results of 

the nine who completed the study. The pre-test was sent to the research participants via email 

from my official church email; the email prompted recipients to follow a link to a secure portal 

where they logged in to CCB and completed the pre-test (and all following materials) from 

behind their assigned pseudonyms.  

 The first four questions, after the demographic information gathering, were number 

scales, where participants were asked to answer using a scale of 1—10, with one being the 

lowest and ten being the highest. The first two questions were intended to set a baseline for 

where the participants were on the LGBTQ inclusion debate, and the second two were to assess 

how valuable Christian scripture and tradition were to their decision-making process. Keeping in 



 

49 

 

mind that all research participants voted in the affirmative for TVBC welcoming LGBTQ 

members, the first two questions were, respectively, “How deep would you say is your 

commitment to the movement of Towne View Baptist Church towards its policy of full LGBTQ 

inclusion?” and, “How confident were you at the time of the vote?” These are the two questions 

we focused on most precisely, as a change between the pre-test and post-test on that first 

question was an indicator that the project achieved, at least in part, its stated goals. Here are the 

results of the first two questions. See Figures 1 and 2 below. 

 

                        Figure 1                                                                             Figure 2 

There is an apparent disconnect between these two results. While all participants voted in 

the affirmative and all but one indicated very high levels of confidence in their decision, there is 

a broadening field of answers when we ask about commitment to the actions taken. This ties 

back to the stated problem and goals from Chapter 1. While the church is proud of its history of 

diversity and its newly adopted membership policy, its people are not theologically sure of their 
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actions. Suppose you were to survey members on why they ordain women, welcome all 

nationalities and races, and LGBTQ believers. In that case, they will either give you platitudes 

about God’s love and the ubiquitous nature of sin or attempt to prooftext their way through the 

question. The concern is that all of these advances sit on a weak foundation and could potentially 

be walked back in the future using poor Biblical interpretation.5  

The following two scaled questions on the pre-test sought to gauge how the Church’s 

natural tools of scripture and tradition factored into the participants’ decision-making process 

when preparing to cast their vote in 2019. I anticipated that these Baptists (mostly from SBC 

backgrounds) would lean heavily on scripture and not be very interested in tradition. See Figures 

3 and 4 below.                                                                                            

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3          Figure 4  

 
5 See Chapter 1, “The Problem” and “What’s at Stake” sections.  
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It is interesting to notice that this diverse congregation does have a sense of the value of 

the Christian tradition.6 As expected, though, the majority of participants listed the Bible as a 

highly important factor in their decision to cast their vote in the affirmative. When asked what 

passages of scripture most influenced them in this way, however, the answers were all over the 

place; though Johannine literature is disproportionally favored in their responses, perhaps the 

language and strong internal love ethic of John has embedded in their minds as a place to go to 

think about community.7 The final question on the pretest asked participants to list “specific 

ideas, traditions, concepts, disciplines, or practices that were particularly influential in your 

decision making?” These answers are again all over the place; in the process of coding these 

answers, the only duplicated themes are (a) “love” as a Christian ethical norm and (b) needing to 

listen to the “science.”  

Weekly Sessions And Surveys 

 The goal of the class was to take the participants on a journey through the metanarrative 

of the Bible with the LGBTQ inclusion question on our minds to see if we can build a case 

beyond simply prooftexting the “anti-homosexual acts passages.” Each week we followed the 

redemptive story of the Bible from Genesis to Revelation, stopping at points in the story when 

 
6 TVBC engages with the traditional Christian calendar and celebrates more liturgical 

holidays than most Baptist Churches tend to; this coupled with the diversity of religious 

background in the congregation likely contributes to the valuing of tradition.  

 
7 Van der Watt, J G. (Jan Gabriël). 2006. “Radical Social Redefinition and Radical Love: 

Ethics and Ethos in the Gospel According to John.” In Identity, Ethics, and Ethos in the New 

Testament, 107–33. Berlin. 

https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&AuthType=ip,shib&db=lsdar&AN=ATLA

0001564184&site=ehost-live&scope=site. (accessed May 21, 2021). 
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the love and welcome of God is revealed in such a way as to expand our understanding of who is 

welcome.  

Week One:  

 In the first week of the class, we looked at the stories of God’s call to and covenant with 

Abram/Abraham.8 I introduced them to the importance of covenant as a biblical theme and the 

tri-fold nature of God’s promise to Abraham (land, posterity, bless the world). In the context of 

the metanarrative, we discussed God’s intentions for the world as revealed in God’s calling of  

Abraham, specifically as articulated in Genesis 12:3. “I will bless those who bless you, and the 

one who curses you I will curse; and in you, all the families of the earth shall be blessed.”  

God’s intentions and ambitions are global, but God’s revelation of welcome begins with 

Abraham and his family.   

 The weekly survey for this first week is identical, with the exception that it maintains the 

demographic questions from the pre-test/post-test for record-keeping purposes to the following 

three weeks. These questionnaires were intended to gauge how well participants recognized the 

grand narrative’s trajectory unfolding as the class progressed. The questions sought to draw out 

what sorts of connections the participants saw as well as what connections they anticipated.9 See 

Figure 5 below. 

 
8 Genesis 12:1-7; 15:12-20; 17:3-8. 

 
9 Please note: One of our participants struggled with understanding how to use the online 

portal and only answered the scale graded questions. I met with them after the first week and 

taught them how to use the CCB system. I have only factored in their scaled responses on this 

first week’s analysis. They did not experience any further issues with the surveys.   
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                                  Figure 5 

 

The breakdown between the top five and bottom five on the familiarity with the story of 

Abraham directly correlated with how long the participant had been a Christian, with the older 

participants being more familiar with the story than the younger. 

 When asked what other sections of scripture, the most common responses from the 

participants were other narratives around covenant in the Bible. When asked “what Christian 

practice of tradition,” the study brought to mind the concept of baptism as entering into a 

covenant with God. In the codification process, the two themes that emerged in the results of the 

last question of the survey, “How could this section of scripture inform your decision-making as 

a Christian?” were those of seeking to be obedient to God and living in such a way as to trust in 

God’s promises. 
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Week Two:  

 In the second week of the class, I led a discussion on how the descendants of Abraham 

evolved from a family to a tribe to a nation. The major focus was on how God reaffirms this 

people’s calling by expanding the covenant relationships God will keep. While initially, God is 

interacting with Abraham and his family, God now makes a covenant with the newly freed, 

previously enslaved Hebrew people at Mt. Sinai, and then as a unified nation with the Davidic 

covenant. 

 The session followed the expansion of the call of God on the people and then the 

kingdom and looked at the different ways that God had called them to represent God to the 

world.10 From there, we looked at how the nations of Judah and Israel failed to live up to their 

calling and explored the prophets' warnings before Israel's eventual destruction and the exile of 

Judah.11  These passages were less familiar to the participants, moving the average familiarity 

down from 7 the previous week to 5.5 this week. See Figure 6 below. 

 
10 Deuteronomy 16:18-20; Leviticus 19:34; Ezekiel 47:22; Zechariah 7:9-10; Jeremiah 22:3; 

2 Samuel 7:11-16; and 1 Kings 10:9. 

 
11 Amos 2:6-8, 4:1-3; Isaiah 10:1-5; and Jeremiah 52:1-14. 
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                          Figure 6 

 

With less familiarity with the passages we explored, the research participants offered 

strong feedback as they reflected on the class. Several trends emerged in their survey responses. 

In asking about what other scriptures this class brought to the mind of the participants, four of 

the nine respondents provided passages that have to do with obedience to God. In the question 

about what Christian practices and traditions are called to mind by the studied passages, the 

concept of justice as a Christian ethical norm comes up four times directly and twice more 

implicitly.12 In asking them to report how they saw the studied passages as related to the story of 

TVBC, three terms came out in the trends. A similar outcome presented itself in the question 

about how the passage could help inform Christian decision-making, with only two concepts 

emerging from their short answers. See Figures 7 and 8 below. 

 
12 Two research participants used language of humanitarian relief work and peacemaking: I 

coded these to the category of justice.  
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Figure 7                                                                           Figure 8 

 

 

Week Three:  

 The third session of the class focused on Jesus’ ministry and teachings, specifically when 

they involved the expansion of who is welcome in the Kingdom of God.13 This section had  

the (unsurprisingly) highest level of familiarity among the four sessions at an average of eight 

out of ten. See Figure 9 below. 

 

 
13 Matthew 8:5-13; 9:9-13; 15:21-28; 26:26-28; 27:50-51; 28:16-20; Luke 4:14-21;10:33-37; 

John 12:32. 
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                       Figure 9 

 

The selections for the scriptures to be studied included stories about Jesus’ selection of 

disciples and His treatment of women, foreigners, sinners, and the unclean. We then went to the 

passion narratives and looked at Jesus’ perspective on what He was doing with his death. We 

looked closely at His words around the new covenant at the last supper and the implications of 

the tearing of the temple curtain. We closed with Jesus delivering the great commission. When 

asked what sort of Christian practices or traditions this session brought to their minds, I got a 

non-duplicating list, but in the other four questions, consistent trends emerged.14 For the question 

about how what they learned in the session connected to the story of TVBC, only four values 

 
14 Week 3, question 2: “What Christian practice or tradition did it bring to your mind?” 

Participant answers: Baptism, Eucharist, Liturgical Calendar, Confession, that we are the Family 

of God, Hospitality, Discipleship, Bible Study, Worship, Altar Calls. 
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came out in the coding: obedience, providence, missions, and hospitality coming out as the clear 

leader. See Figures 10 and 11 below. 

 

 

   Figure 10                                                                            Figure 11 

 

In a similar way, after coding the answers to the survey question about how the scripture 

studied would inform their decision-making, only three ethical norms came out in the 

codification. Following Jesus’ example with those on the margins looks like a commitment to 

community, to love (as described in Chapter 2), and grace. It was also in this third week of 

classes that participants started to see the overarching narrative of the scriptures come into focus 

and the theme of expanding welcome emerging through the metanarrative. Of the answers given 

to the questions about how this teaching connects to the previous and how they expect it would 
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connect to the next, the dominant answers were about the Bible being one connected story and 

how our next session would likely be about how the Church grew in diversity through the book 

of Acts and through the teachings of the apostle Paul. See Figure 12 below. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                        Figure 12 

 

Week Four:   

Week 4 was a study on the Early Church’s journey towards greater inclusion of those 

excluded in the traditional Judaism of their day and the patriarchy of the ancient near-east.15 We 

started with the conversion of the Ethiopian eunuch under the guidance of Phillip and the Holy 

 
15 Acts 8:26-40; 9:5-17; 10:9-48; 16:11-40; Galatians 3:26-29; and Revelation 21.  
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Spirit. As discussed in Chapter 2, eunuchs were viewed as outsiders and in violation of the 

natural order and the way God had designed humans and human sexuality. From there, we 

looked at the conversion of Saul to Paul, from murderous Christian-hunter to global church-

planter, who would write approximately one-third of the New Testament. Next, we studied 

Peter’s rooftop vision of the sheet and his change of heart on gentiles. Our last passage from Acts 

is the story of Lydia and her leadership of the Church at Philippi. Leaving Acts, we looked at 

Paul’s teaching in Galatians 3, explaining that all are one in Christ and that the old boundary 

lines are overcome in the Kingdom of God. To end our journey in the New Testament, we read 

the 21st chapter of Revelation and connected it to the promises of the prophets about the New 

Jerusalem and all the nations streaming to it. The participants were relatively well acquainted 

with these passages, scoring a 7.6 average out of 10 for familiarity. See Figure 13 below. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                    Figure 13 
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 When asking the participants to connect these passages with other sections of scripture, 

they submitted passages about salvation, freedom, hospitality, God’s love, evangelism, and God 

choosing unexpected people, connecting the themes across the Bible. When asking about how 

these passages point us back to previously studied passages, they offered many valid themes. 

Still, the two trends that emerged in their responses were that the God of the Bible is a God of 

history (3 votes) and a God on a mission (2 votes). They picked up on how the metanarrative of 

the Bible was leading towards the fulfillment of God’s dream, as revealed all the way back in 

Genesis 12, to bless all the families of the Earth. See Figures 14 and 15 below. 

 

 

                          

Figure 14                                                                        Figure 15 
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In thinking about how these passages connect to the life of TVBC and spiritual practices 

and Christian traditions, three answers appeared across both coded charts: missions, justice, and 

love. These three appeared again in the “Christian Decision Making” answers. These three have 

trended across the whole project, with them becoming more prominent in participants’ answers 

as the weeks went on. See Figure 16 below. 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                  Figure 16  

 

Week Five 

 The 5th week of the class, like the 4th, was offered as an online private YouTube video. 

This decision was both a blessing and a curse. In this 5th week of the class, I led the class on a 

tour of the “anti-homosexual acts passages,” the six brief passages frequently used to brutalize 

and reject LBGTQ people in the Church and at large.16 In this conversation, we looked at the 

 
16 Genesis 19; Leviticus 18:22; 20:13; Romans 1; 1 Corinthians 6:9; 1 Timothy 1:10. 
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linguistic nuance, historical context, and ethical background of each passage. Enough excellent 

work has been done in that field, and I do not feel the need to re-write all of the arguments here. 

The crux of my version of the argument was to show that if readers come to these passages 

without an embedded presupposition that the Bible is anti-LGBTQ, then one would not 

necessarily come to the traditionalist conclusions about these passages. Week 5 did not have its 

own questionnaire as it was not connected to the exploration of the metanarrative. This session 

took place after the final survey had been turned in, but before the post-test was administered. 

Some participants’ thoughts about the session were shared on the post-test. 

Post-Test: 

 The post-test was made available the day after the 5th video was sent to the participants. It 

was communicated to the research participants that the post-test was intended to respond to the 

experience as a whole, not a weekly questionnaire related to the last session (unclobber). Some 

respondents still struggled to keep their responses from being directly focused on the 5th session. 

The post-test scales and questions are the same as the pre-test, with several questions duplicated 

to allow for participants to respond with how they would answer the questions before the class 

and again after.  

 To emphasize the data collected from the post-test, I featured the new answers since the 

baseline answers have already been discussed earlier in this chapter. When answering the 

questions about what practices or traditions have come to affect their thinking on the LGBTQ 

inclusion posture of TVBC, the respondents answered in such a way as to reveal a theme—
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outreach. Two respondents talked about the importance of the Gospel being proclaimed to those 

who have been pushed away from the Church. Another talked about the need for evangelistic 

boldness as we offer the love of Christ and inclusion in the Church to the LGBTQ community, 

knowing that we, as the Church, have created hostility towards our own message. Along the 

same lines, the language of humble hospitality emerged, an understanding that our church must 

live with open doors and lead with humble repentance for the hurt our tradition and even our 

congregation have caused to the LGBTQ population. In this section, several participants talked 

about the importance of being open to forming a relationship with and genuinely listening to 

those considered other by the Church and society. Their language around how these interactions 

have allowed God to change their hearts and minds sounds like what David P. Gushee refers to 

as “transformative encounters,” that is, “how paradigm shifts (or leaps) in biblical interpretation 

have often occurred through surprising encounters with God and people.17” 

 When asked the same question about what scriptures or biblical stories they have added 

to their thinking on LGBTQ inclusion, there were two popular answers. The first was the 

addition to their thinking of the story of Philip and the Ethiopian Eunuch from Acts 8.18 The 

second was an answer in the negative, that the defusing of the “anti-homosexual acts passages” 

has changed the rolodex of scripture that they turn to when thinking about the LGBTQ issue. The 

final trend that emerged, to a lesser extent than the first two, was that of the Kingship of Christ in 

the life of the believer. Passages like Colossians 3, James 5, and 1 John 4 were listed by multiple 

 
17 Gushee, Changing our Mind, 105. 

 
18 See Chapter 2. 
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participants who highlighted the need for obedience to scripture with the need to be obedient to 

the revealed character of Jesus Christ. 

 I believe that the two most important answers to look at for this project, which are 

discussed in the conclusion chapter, are the responses to the question of how exploring the 

metanarrative has affected their thinking about LGBTQ inclusion and the Bible as a whole. In 

the question about inclusion, there was a clear trend that emerged in the responses. The idea that 

what they already felt in their hearts (that LGBTQ persons are beloved by God and must be 

welcome in the Church) has now been intellectually confirmed to them through the experience of 

this Bible study. I coded this expression as “head/heart,” their head is now in agreement with 

their heart. See Figure 17 below. 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                       Figure 17 
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Along with this head and heart answer, two respondents answered that no, they were already 

familiar with the grand story of the Bible, and exploring the narrative again was a benefit to their 

faith, but did not help them think about LGBTQ inclusion; one participant simply answered 

“yes.”  

 In the question about how the study has shaped their thinking about the Bible as a whole, 

I received various answers. One participant provided only the word “no” as a response, and 

another shared that the experience has made them curious about the culture and language in the 

Bible and has made them want to learn more about how the Bible came together. The rest were 

answers from which a clear theme emerged of the respondent reporting that they now see the 

Bible as a single cohesive narrative from start to finish. See Figure 18 below. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                      Figure 18 
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 The last question to discuss is the counterpart to the one we started with, “How deep 

would you say is your commitment to the movement of Towne View Baptist Church toward its 

policy of full LGBTQ inclusion?” In the first asking of this question in the pre-test, the answers 

were all over the place. The average came out to a very high 8.4/10, pulled high by four 

participants who started at a commitment level of 10 but included answers as low as 5. See 

Figure 19 below.  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                           Figure 19 

 

This graph shows that all but one participant moved their commitment level to 10/10. The 

one participant who responded with a value of six answered that same way on the pre-test. This 

participant’s perspective falls under “welcoming,” as defined in the terms section of Chapter 1.  
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Weaknesses Of Project Methodology 

 I explained the logic behind my research methodology in Chapter 3. Here I share some of 

the weaknesses of that methodology as revealed in the execution of the process. One of the first 

issues we ran into was how I framed the class. It was offered as a “Bible study,” which met on 

Sunday mornings at the church before the worship service. For several of the participants, this 

set their expectations towards the experience being akin to a Sunday school class. They were 

confused and disappointed to not receive a direct implication for their personal faith and daily 

lives from each of the sessions. Suppose I were to lead this project again. In that case, I would 

choose to use the language of something more academic or educationally focused than Bible 

study, perhaps cadre or learning laboratory.  

 There was also some initial difficulty understanding how to engage with the online 

questionnaires. Two of the participants had to be shown several times how to use the CCB portal 

to access the pre-test, and three of them failed to submit the test correctly and had to be coached 

to complete the pre-test again and resubmit the results. By week one, only one of the participants 

was still struggling with how the weekly engagement worked. I did not allow this respondent to 

redo the week one survey because I did not realize the issue until the day before the next session. 

Instead, I used the data that was properly submitted from that participant and adjusted the 

reading of the week one survey responses to omit their blank answers. In a similar issue to these 

first two, the post-test was issued after the 5th session (unclobber), which did not  

have its own weekly survey counterpart. While I explained that the post-test was not related 

directly to the 5th session, some respondents still used the post-test as an opportunity to respond 

to that last session on the six “anti-homosexual acts passages.”  
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 Lastly, I attempted to use open-ended questions on the tests and surveys not to guide the 

respondents to specific answers or reveal how I would hope they answered the questions. 

However, in leaving the questions so open and not defining some of my terms more carefully 

(examples of potentially vague terms: confidence, comfort, and practices), some respondents 

were allowed to ramble or go somewhat off course with their answers. In retrospect, I think it 

could have been useful to have added a session before the class started to clarify terms and 

provide an intentionally designed space for the research participants to be able to ask any 

clarifying questions about the tests and surveys comfortably. 
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSIONS FROM RESEARCH 

 One of the gifts from the Baptist tradition is a deep love for and respect for the Bible. 

Baptist historian Walter B. Shurden defines the traditional Baptist relationship with the Bible, in 

its ideal form, as Bible Freedom. Shurden writes, “Bible Freedom [sic] is the historic Baptist 

affirmation that the Bible, under the Lordship of Christ, must be central in the life of the 

individual and the Church and that Christians, with the best and most scholarly tools of inquiry, 

are both free and obligated to study and obey the Scriptures.”1 This freedom should allow us to 

engage with the text in diverse and responsible ways. Unfortunately, the Baptist tradition, 

especially its more evangelical expressions, has surrendered its claim to this freedom in 

exchange for a type of servitude to various doctrines about what the Bible is, which have reached 

beyond what the Bible itself claims to be. As David P. Gushee writes, “Despite its profound 

meaning, the Bible cannot quite bear the weight evangelicals expect it to bear.”2 This happens 

when our respect and reverence for the Bible turns into an expectation that the Bible can provide 

a simple and clear answer to any and all questions that Christians may have.  

 The practice that has grown around this notion, exacerbated by the proliferation of 

internet search engines, is often referred to as prooftexting. Prooftexting encourages believers to 

seek out a single answer in the scriptures using a Bible dictionary, a concordance, or a Google 

 
1 Walter B. Shurden, The Baptist Identity: Four Fragile Freedoms, (Macon: Smyth & 

Helwys, 2013), 9. 

 
2 David Gushee, After Evangelicalism: The Path to a New Christianity (Westminster John 

Knox Books, 2020), 43.  
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search. Once a verse is found which appears to answer the question, that is the end of the debate; 

the answer is final. This practice stems from the desire to hold scripture in high regard, but it 

fails to consider the biblical text's nuance, complexity, and interconnected nature.3 This practice, 

while well-meaning, frequently obscures the hyperlinked4 nature of the text; when readers 

prooftext an issue rather than taking the grand narrative of the Bible into account, they 

potentially obscure the depth and beauty of what the text is trying to communicate.  

 Guiding congregations away from prooftexting and towards a more global view of the 

Bible by teaching them how to interact with the biblical metanarrative opens up the possibility 

for them to rediscover their “Bible Freedom” and, in this freedom to make more biblically sound 

ethical decisions. No longer treating the Bible like a dictionary, but treating it like the collection 

of dialogical ancient wisdom that it is, will allow for the Christian ethical imagination of the 

congregation and individual believers to respond to the complexities of contemporary issues and 

questions with the whole counsel of the scriptures.  

Impact Of The Project 

 Throughout the project, I took the research participants on an exploration of the biblical 

metanarrative around the theme of the expansion of God’s Kingdom, from Abraham and his 

family to the Hebrew tribes, to the nations of Israel and Judah, to the ministry of Jesus and the 

expansion of the early Church. Each week we focused on how God drew God’s people towards 

 
3 Reese, J., “Pitfalls of Proof-Texting,” Biblical Theology Bulletin 13 (October 1983): 121-

23. 

 
4 This term from the tech world has been brought to the discussion of Biblical criticism by the 

work of Rev. Dr. Tim Mackie. The Bible is constantly self-referencing, and the authors expect 

the readers to pick up on these hyperlinks and make the connections on their own. 



 

72 

 

positions of greater inclusion, community, and love. The hope was that the participants would 

come to see that there is a trajectory across the Bible of God seeking to draw all people to God’s 

self.  

We engaged in this journey with the LGBTQ inclusion debate as our focus, though it was 

made clear that this process of looking for a trajectory across the narrative of scripture could be 

applied to various issues if we want to cultivate a meaningful Christian ethic around an issue. 

Once the participants had experienced the first two class sessions, they started to engage with 

and anticipate where the class would go next, as they had started to see the trajectory of the 

inclusion story at work in the history of God and God’s people in the world as revealed in the 

Bible.  

 At the end of the project, when the respondents took the post-test, the majority responded 

that their view of the Bible had evolved towards greater continuity and internal connectivity. 

They were now seeing the Bible as being in conversation with itself and containing a narrative 

that builds on itself rather than a collection of mostly disconnected stories. See Figure 18 below. 
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                                    Figure 18  

Figure 18 clearly shows how strongly the response to the metanarrative structure of the 

teaching connected with the participants. In their post-test, they used language like 

“connectivity,” “single story,” “the full counsel of God,” that the “whole is greater than the sum 

of its parts,” that they now had a greater “grasp of the themes,” and that the narrative arc of the 

Bible had been “clarified.” So, given that there was development in the understanding of the 

biblical narrative, were the participants able to turn this new understanding into greater ethical 

certainty around TVBC’s LGBTQ inclusion movement? A comparison of the pre-test and post-

test answers to this question is telling. See Figures 19 and 20 below. 
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                          Figure 19                                                                      Figure 20 

 

In the pre-test, four participants indicated that their commitment to LGBTQ inclusion at TVBC 

was 10/10, with the rest being fairly diverse in their affirmation, with some as low as 5/10. The 

exploration of the biblical metanarrative allowed the participants to engage their ethical 

imagination in such as way as to reconsider their affirming passion; moving from choosing 

affirmation as a negation of their culturally embedded understanding of the LGBTQ prohibition 

found in the anti-homosexual acts passages to being able to understand their affirming position in 

response to the metanarrative of the Bible and the trajectory of God’s redemptive work across 

the story of the Bible and in the world.  

Possibility For Further Study And Ministry 

 With such success in awakening ethical imagination around the LGBTQ inclusion 

question, what else could we bring this method to bear on? This series of teachings could be used 
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in various contexts to support the inclusion of LGBTQ people, women, different races, or any 

group that has been categorized as outside or other. It would be fascinating to see what sort of 

outcome a study like this could yield in a more conservative5 setting to help them think about 

women in the life of the Church. How would this expansion and inclusion narrative affect a 

community struggling to accept demographic changes in their neighborhood? There are many 

possible applications of this type of study, specifically in a congregation attempting to navigate 

questions around who is welcome.  

 There is also potential to use this format to explore what the Bible has to say about nearly 

any ethical issue facing the Church. If a congregational leader wanted to replicate this style of 

teaching to help a congregation work through an issue, the most important part of the process 

would be the preparation. An exploration of the biblical points of interest for a subject as it 

evolves and is explored across the span of the canon is required to prepare such a study. For 

example, if a congregational leader wanted to help a congregation think ethically and creatively 

about money or finances, how might they proceed?  

They could start in the creation narratives, considering where materials and value come 

from, then move into the first stories of people handling wealth, continue to follow the 

redemptive story of the Hebrew Bible and the New Testament, seeking with curiosity for places 

where the questions about value, wealth, means, or money show up in connection with what God 

is doing in the world. 

 
5 TVBC should be considered as moderate in Baptist life. 
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What did the prophets say about wealth and how the Jewish kingdoms were utilizing their 

means? Seek out what Jesus taught or showed on the subject and how the early church put those 

teachings and examples into practice. Did the writers of the epistles respond to the Church’s use 

of means, and does the apocalyptic vision of John provide commentary on how wealth has been 

used in this age and will be viewed in the age to come? Where are the connection points with the 

big story that God is telling, and how can the individual leading the study connect their people 

with that story and help them find their place in it? These are the questions that govern the 

process.  

 As far as replicating the study that I have showcased in this thesis, I hope that it provides 

a way forward for congregations that are struggling with LGBTQ inclusion and the Bible. It 

seems that many congregations on the fence get hung up on dealing with, studying, and arguing 

over the anti-homosexual acts passages exclusively. This project has shown that we can have 

more meaningful and effective inclusion conversations when we broaden the conversation to 

include the whole Bible. There are over 30,000 verses in the Protestant canon. A study like this 

frees us up to engage with more than just the six passages that have come to dominate the 

conversation. The metanarrative approach allows those involved to discuss this frequently 

difficult subject without descending into arguments about politics or emotions but to have 

conversation and debate in a context where everyone on all sides is engaging in good faith with 

the scriptures.  

Implications For My Ministry 

 As for me, I have grown as a minister through this process, in my ethical capabilities, as 

well as in my teaching and homiletics. As of the publication of this document, I have been the 
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associate pastor at TVBC for over four years. In that brief time, I have accomplished a lot of 

ministry with this congregation. I assume that my leadership in TVBC’s decision to become an 

affirming Baptist congregation will be a major part of my legacy and a major part of how I am 

seen as a ministry leader by other congregations and Christian organizations. I hope to have the 

opportunity in the future to serve in other diverse congregations. In doing so, I expect to face the 

LGBTQ inclusion question again. This project has given me the tools to guide a study in the 

subject without getting trapped arguing over the anti-homosexual acts passages. I hope it also 

shows that my position on the subject is not a sign that I have thrown out the Bible but, in reality, 

is a response to careful and ethical thinking about the Bible. Moving forward in my career, this 

style of preparation and homiletical thinking will be revisited when teaching on biblical themes 

or helping congregations think through difficult subjects.  

Implications For Towne View Baptist Church 

 In Chapter 1, I suggested that something potentially at stake with this project is that 

TVBC, and churches like it, could potentially have their advances walked back by future leaders 

who lean on prooftexting the anti-homosexual acts passages as a way to show that the local 

church is off base biblically. After this project, I do not see that as a possibility. With the 

representatives of the congregation who participated as research subjects in this project and the 

members at large who took the class, too many committed members of the church have been 

exposed to how LGBTQ inclusion fits into a coherent biblical metanarrative. It must be noted 

that after the financial losses that came with the departure of one-third of the congregation in 

2019 and the effects of the Covid-19 pandemic on the American church, TVBC, like many other 

churches, finds itself in a precarious institutional situation moving into the future. Regardless of 
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what becomes of the institution, the people of TVBC have been given the tools necessary to 

biblically defend their beliefs and the decision they have made around LGBTQ inclusion. My 

deep hope is that this experience and this document will help them think in creative Christian 

ethical terms when they inevitably face difficult subjects in the future; not recoiling from the 

difficulty, not defaulting to easy answers, but digging deep into the story of the Bible with love, 

courage, and curiosity.  
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APPENDIX C 

EXPANSION AND INCLUSION 

 

Session #1 - Abraham and the Families of the Earth  

 

● Genesis 12:1-7  The call of Abraham  

● Genesis 15:12-20    The covenant between Abraham and God  

● Genesis 17:3-8  The covenant continued  

● The threefold promise of God 

○ Land  

○ Posterity 

○ Blessing  

● Fulfillment: Immediate and Progressive  

● God reveals Godself to Abraham as a God of… 

○ History  

○ Covenant  

○ Blessing  

○ Mercy  

○ Mission  

 

Session #2 - The Call for Justice Among the Jewish Kingdoms  

 

● Recap of first session  

● Exodus 19:5 “If you obey Me fully”  

● Deuteronomy 16:18-20 The mandate for justice  

● Fair treatment for foreigners 

○ Leviticus 19:34   

○ Ezekiel 47:22 

○ Zechariah 7:9-10 

○ Jeremiah 22:3 

● King David’s prime  

● 1 Kings 10:9  The visit of Queen Sheba  

● The failure of justice under King Solomon  

● God’s warnings  

○ Amos 2:6-8 

○ Isaiah 10:1-5 
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○ Amos 4:1-3 

●  Jeremiah 52:1-14 The fall of Jerusalem  

 

 

 

Session #3 - The Ministry of Jesus  

 

● John 1  

● Luke 4:14-21 Jesus rejected in Nazareth  

● Matthew 9:9-13 Jesus’ strange disciples  

● John 12:20-33 “...I will draw all people to myself…”  

● Passion, Death, Torn Curtain  

● The Great Commission  

 

Session #4 - The Early Church  

 

● The spread of the Church from Jerusalem  

● The Church welcomes…  

○ Enemies - Acts 9  

○ Gentiles - Acts 10:9-48 

○ Women - Acts 16:11-40 

○ Eunuchs - Acts 8:26-40 

● Galatians 3 Paul on culturally recognized divisions 

● A new world where all are welcome 

○ Revelation 21 

○ Zechariah 2 

 

Session #5 - The LGBTQ Question  

 

● Diffusing the “clobber passages” (anti-homosexual acts passages)  

○ Genesis 19  

○ Leviticus 18 and 20   

○ Romans 1  

○ 1 Corinthians 6 

○ 1 Timothy 1  
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APPENDIX D 

 

PRE-TEST & POST-TEST  
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APPENDIX D 

 

PRE-TEST & POST-TEST  

 

It is anonymous, don’t give your name. This section will help categorize the answers. 

 

Age __________ 

Years as a TVBC member ___________ 

Highest Level of Education ___________ 

Years of Christian Faith____________ 

 

What is your comfort level with the membership policy held by TVBC? 1(lowest) - 10 (highest)  

 

1 - 2 - 3 - 4 - 5 - 6 - 7 - 8 - 9 - 10 

 

How confident were you at the time of the vote? 1-10  

 

1 - 2 - 3 - 4 - 5 - 6 - 7 - 8 - 9 - 10 

 

How important was the Bible in that decision? 1-10  

 

1 - 2 - 3 - 4 - 5 - 6 - 7 - 8 - 9 - 10 

 

Can you list passages, verses, or stories that were particularly influential in your decision 

making?  

 

How important was the Christian Tradition in that decision? 1-10  

 

1 - 2 - 3 - 4 - 5 - 6 - 7 - 8 - 9 - 10 

 

Can you list specific ideas, traditions, concepts, disciplines or practices that were particularly 

influential in your decision making?  
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APPENDIX E 

 

WEEKLY QUESTIONNAIRE 
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APPENDIX E 

 

WEEKLY QUESTIONNAIRE 

 

It is anonymous, don’t give your name. This section will help categorize the answers 

 

Age __________ 

Years as a TVBC member ___________ 

Highest Level of Education ___________ 

Years of Christian Faith____________ 

 

Before tonight’s Bible study, how familiar were you with this section of scripture?  

1(low) -10 (high) 

 

1 - 2 - 3 - 4 - 5 - 6 - 7 - 8 - 9 - 10  

 

What other sections of scripture did this lesson bring to your mind?  

 

What Christian practice or tradition did it bring to your mind?  

 

How do you see this section of scripture connecting to the life, history, and faith of TVBC? 

 

How could this section of scripture inform your decision making as a Christian?  

 

(After the first week)  

 

How do you see this week’s section of scripture connected to the previous weeks’?  

 

Where do you think we will go next?  
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APPENDIX F 

 

PROJECT TIMELINE 
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APPENDIX F 

 

PROJECT TIMELINE 

 

Week 1: Recruit Volunteers and administer a pre-test  

 

Week 2 - Week 6: Sessions 1 through five, each with a survey for participants   

 

Week 7: Post-test, discussion, and debrief  
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FOUR BOX DIAGRAM 
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APPENDIX G 

 

FOUR BOX DIAGRAM 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


