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Bodied Grace: Re-thinking sexuality from the Bible to the body—as though both  
the Body of Christ and the Earth depended on it (because they do) 

David R. Weiss at Luther College, February 10, 2010 
 

Word of thanks 
 
Thank you for joining me tonight. And a special thanks to 
College Ministries, the Religion Department, and PRIDE for 
sponsoring this talk.  
 
It was during the four years that I taught Religion here at Luther, 
from 1998-2002, that my vocation as a public theologian became 
clear to me. And it was during those same years that the seeds of 
my present work helping faith communities face the challenge of 
welcoming gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender persons were 
planted.  
 
So I am grateful, especially given the simmering turmoil around 
sexuality in both church and society these days, to be invited back 
to Luther to share my thoughts. 
 
Location matters 
 
Let me begin by locating myself. None of us thinks or speaks in a 
vacuum. My words are shaped by many facets of my life, but 
most notably by these: I’m straight, male, divorced, remarried, 
and Lutheran.  
 
I’ve also made one sweeping assumption about you as my 
audience. I’m betting that most of you are here because you hope 
for a church with a wider welcome and a deeper appreciation of 
diversity. That may not be true for all of you, but my words need 
to be aimed at someone, and that’s the audience I’m aiming at. In 
a sense, that means I assume I’m preaching to the choir, but I 
also assume I’m preaching to a choir that is unsure of how to 
carry the tune of welcome these days. 
 
Lastly, here in the upper Midwest, Minnesota and Iowa both 
function like a fault line in Lutheranism and in American society. 
As attitudes shift here in the Heartland of both church and 
society, tensions can run especially high and the stakes can reach 
to either coast. Our conversation this evening—and for the 
months to come—is located on terrain that is shifting beneath our 
feet and is therefore marked by large measures of both hope and 
fear.  
 
These locations—mine, yours, and ours—serve to both enliven 
and limit what I offer for your consideration tonight. Keeping 
that in mind will help all of us make the most of what I have to 
share. 
 
A peculiar challenge. 
 
When we turn to the crisis of sexuality in the church we face a 
peculiar challenge, what I might call the challenge of doing 
origami theology. It’s a challenge both for my presentation and 
also for our work as a church. 
 
Here’s the challenge. In order for everything I want you to hear 
to make sense I need to say everything at once, because each 
piece informs the other pieces, not in a neatly succeeding order, 

but more everywhere simultaneously. Well, I can’t do that, and 
you wouldn’t be able to hear it or read it even if I could.  
 
So think of this challenge through the metaphor of origami, the 
Japanese art of paper-folding. It isn’t uncommon, at a certain step 
in an origami project, to need to make a multi-dimensional fold, 
where the paper moves in several directions to make several folds 
simultaneously. You make the creases in advance, but you can’t 
see their full purpose until you make all the folds, and you can’t 
make the folds one at a time. You need to make them all at once.  
 
We can’t move forward as a church without making a number of 
folds in new directions—pretty much all at the same time. We 
need to take both incarnation and grace far more seriously and to 
understand faith rather differently and to see the Bible in a fresh 
perspective and to hear the stories of our brothers and sisters—
and our own tradition—more vibrantly and to bring new voices 
into the conversation and to do theology quite differently 
(perhaps with some surprising results) … all of which will have us 
being church in a way that is as hard to imagine as it is to imagine a 
flat piece of paper becoming a beautiful folded crane. 
 
My presentation aims to identify some of the creases that need to 
be made if the church is to make the multi-dimensional folds 
needed to be a community of faith fully welcoming to gay, 
lesbian, bisexual, transgender … and straight persons. We are 
nowhere near making that big fold yet. In fact, in many 
denominations right now—not least of which is the ELCA 
following its Churchwide Assembly last August—what we see is 
paper getting crumpled, twisted, or even torn because the 
necessary creases have not been made. 
 
Homosexuality is NOT the issue 
 
First, we need to dispense with one bit of distraction. We often 
take it for granted that the one issue that threatens to divide 
churches today, both whole denominations and individual 
parishes, is homosexuality. It is true, after all, that most every major 
Christian denomination has spent decades now mired in awkward 
and often acrimonious conversation about it. We keep asking, how 
do we as a church make a faithful response to homosexuality?  
 
This is the wrong question. It’s so much the wrong question that it’s 
unanswerable until we ask the right question.  
 
Fundamentally, what threatens to divide us is the issue of sexuality 
itself—and our inability as a church to speak about it with courage and 
grace. Yes, homosexuality is the lightning rod in our churches, but 
that’s only because it’s easier to avoid the real conversation we 
need to have by finding something else to distract ourselves 
with—and all the better if the distraction allows us to talk about 
those at the margins.  
 
In fact, there are really two issues pressing upon us: sexuality and 
gender. They’re related but hardly identical, and as transgender 
persons become more visible and more vocal in our churches 
we’ll discover a set of questions about gender that are quite 
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distinct. Honestly, I need to listen and learn more about gender 
myself yet, but I can see already that gender needs have equal 
footing with sexuality, or one of the creases necessary for the 
transformational fold toward a welcoming church will be missing. 
 
Moreover, behind these twin crises of sexuality and gender lies 
the BIG issue, which is how we understand incarnation, and not 
simply as an intellectual concept but as a lived reality and as an 
ethical challenge.  
 
While we often think about and limit “incarnation” to an 
understanding of how Jesus is who he is, I mean it primarily in 
terms of how we face the gift and task of being incarnate ourselves. 
What does it mean for us, as persons who know spirit, mind, and 
imagination as central dimensions of ourselves to know also that 
these dimensions are fundamentally interwoven with our 
embodiment as gendered, sexual selves? And how do we pursue 
incarnation—embodiment—with tenderness, intimacy, and 
integrity toward self and other? And where do we seek guidance 
in this endeavor? Wrestling with these questions will, in turn, 
require us to converse about a whole host of other questions as 
well. We have a lot of creases to make. 
 
The conversation we’re not at all ready to have. 
 
Unfortunately, we are NOT ready for this conversation. Not in 
the least. Neither to speak about sexuality and gender as openly as 
we must nor to entertain some of the theological claims that we 
will have to entertain in order to do this well. Like the current 
crises of ecology and economy, which became crises precisely 
because we neglected to attend to them for so long, this crisis of 
incarnation is a crisis precisely because we are so ill-prepared to 
meet it well.  
 
In fact, I suspect this conversation is upon us right now, at least 
in part, because the Spirit has been active outside the church with a 
freedom we have not allowed Her within the church. While secular 
movements around sexuality and gender have not always reflected 
the most articulate notions of theology or even the best of human 
wisdom, we in the church are playing catch up to a conversation 
that is somewhat further along in our civic communities than in 
our sanctuaries. 
 
Once we get past the fuss over homosexuality (whether it’s 
presented as harsh judgment, unfortunate tragedy, or timid 
embrace), the awkwardness in church conversations about any 
sexuality at all is pretty consistent across the board. Probably every 
major Christian denomination has a statement that affirms human 
sexuality as one of God’s good gifts. But usually after affirming 
this truth these statements move into theological language and 
abstract ideas that are more likely to effectively treat insomnia 
than enlighten real Christians.  
 
I bet very few of us here tonight grew up in homes where we 
spoke openly and in plain and sensual English about the 
goodness of our sexuality, whether at the dinner table, in the 
living room, or in our church basements or sanctuaries. Whatever 
we say about sex in our official statements, what we have taught all 
too effectively is that sex is far more connected to sin and shame 
than to goodness. For most of us the measure of our faith has 
also been the measure of our discomfort with our sexuality, the 
measure of our distrust of the bodies in which we find ourselves.  
 

Fashioned from dirt into which God breathed life and over which 
God spoke the words, “very good,” we have been burdened to 
live in a tradition that has seemed determined to simply call dirt, 
whether on our bones or beneath our feet, “dirty.”  
 
I suspect this is less so for persons a generation younger than me, 
but not because that younger generation has more successfully 
integrated sexuality and spiritually. Rather, because for them 
sexuality has increasingly been made utterly secular, both by 
media and by society, but also in large part due to the inability or 
unwillingness of the Christian tradition to find meaningful ways 
to make credible the claim that sexuality is one of God’s good 
gifts. So by making sex no longer the least bit sacred, our children 
manage to make it at least somewhat less shameful, but perhaps 
also something more trivial. 
 
It is as though we have intentionally made ourselves—both young 
and old—unable to think well about incarnation. 
 
Now, because we’ve waited too long to even begin the 
conversation, we need to make up for lost time at an 
uncomfortable pace. But remember, Jesus asked his followers to 
re-imagine the very workings of the world, and to do so from the 
ground up and from the top down—simultaneously. The challenge 
before us is no more … but perhaps no less than that. 
 
So let’s move into the thick of things. 
 
Bodied Grace. 
 
The heart of the Christian proclamation is Grace: the message 
that God’s love comes to us as unconditional, unearned, radically 
free gift.  
 
By the opening phrase of my title, “Bodied Grace,” I want to 
suggest that Grace is not something alien to our bodily existence 
but that Grace is experienced in the midst of our embodiment. 
 
Body and Grace stand (or dance) in a far more mutual 
relationship than we have imagined. Gospel means good news, 
and good news is never good in general—it is always good in 
particular. There is no grace in the abstract. For us there is no 
grace that is disembodied—because to be human is to be bodied; 
so there is only grace that is bodied in particular ways.  
 
Coming from the other direction, I want to suggest that there is 
no body that exists outside of grace. There is no person who does 
not bear the image of God, no one who is too least to be the one 
in whom we meet Christ, no one who is incapable of being a 
conduit of grace.   
 
All of this means that the life of the church, which is to proclaim, 
celebrate, and embody Grace in its communal life—can flourish 
only when our embodied lives—our sexual and gendered selves—are 
able to flourish. In other words, sexuality and gender are not a 
sidelight to Christian faith, they are a highlight; they are places—
indeed places nearest to ourselves—where the gospel is particularly 
good news. 
 
The Voices we need present. 
 
Any conversation is only as rich and insightful as the voices that 
are part of it. As we begin to rethink this facet of incarnation we 
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will need the richest and most insightful conversation possible. I 
see four voices whose presence is essential. 
 
We need the voice of LGBT persons. And that means each distinctive 
voice. Thus far, while the voices of gay and lesbian Christians 
have been kept pretty muffled, the voices of bisexual and 
transgender Christians have been almost entirely silenced. As 
though it is not yet even thinkable that their concerns—or their 
insights—belong to the Body of Christ. And beyond this, persons 
who prefer to identify as queer or who are intersex have voices 
without which we cannot fathom the mystery of incarnation. 
 
These voices matter. In the 2005 animated film, Madagascar, four zoo 
animals—a lion, zebra, giraffe, and hippo—wind up shipwrecked 
on Madagascar and suddenly need to fend for themselves in the 
wild. As the film’s characters draw you in, an unexpected moral 
dilemma arises when Alex, the lion, gets increasingly hungry. The 
other three animals, all herbivores, manage to replace their zoo 
meals with the island’s flora, but this is not so easy for Alex. 
Missing his daily diet of steak—and never having had to stare his 
dinner in the eyes before eating it, Alex is understandably 
distressed to be seeing every living creature on the island—
including his friends—as potential food.  
 
The resolution arrives by way of the fish who swim in the waters 
off the coast of the island. Eating fish allows Alex to satisfy his 
hunger in a way that satisfies even the most sentimental viewer. 
Why? Because, of all the animals in the film, the fish don’t talk. 
Denied a voice, they never become characters in their own right, 
and can therefore serve the needs of others without anyone 
feeling bad for them. Had the fish been given voices like the sea 
creatures in Finding Nemo, you can bet more that a few kids 
would’ve bawled in protest while Alex resolved his issues at the 
fish’s expense.  
 
This children’s film provides a poignant metaphor: until every person 
becomes a character with a voice you really don’t know whether you’ve resolved 
your issues or not. And around the issues of gender and sexuality, we 
in the church have tended to insure that our LGBT brothers and 
sisters remain like the fish in Madgascar: voiceless. We absolutely need 
their voices if we are to become a church in which good news is truly GOOD 
for all of us. 
 
Second, we need the voice of our rich and multifaceted Christian tradition. 
We have 2000 years of history in which we have wrestled almost 
nonstop with our embodiment. Yet the loudest voices today 
often frame the prospect of any change as though for we’ve had 
agreement on these things all along. We haven’t. Marriage has 
looked very different in different eras. Women and men have 
been viewed differently—and have fared in very different ways. 
Sexuality—both straight and gay—has been appraised differently 
along the way. There is no singular way of “getting it right” and 
never has been—and it’s time that the messy voice of our own 
history be more available to us. We will find words and practices 
that strike us as uncannily insightful, quite beyond their historical 
era … and we will find words and practices that remind us of 
how inexcusably brutal we have been at times toward the bodies 
that God fashioned for us.  
 
Third, we need the voice of science. We possess more objective 
knowledge about the biology, physiology, and psychology of 
sexuality and gender than at any time in our past. But for the 

most part the church’s conversation is shaped more by a handful 
of proof texts cited from a document 2000 years old. We insult 
the God who gave us intellects to presume that science does not 
have a vibrant role to play in how we understand and embrace the 
wondrous bodies in which we meet (or fail to meet) the Grace of 
God. 
 
And fourth, we need the voice of straight persons speaking not from 
academia but from lived, loving experience. While this has been a 
conversation dominated so far by straight voices, even the 
straight voices have spoken mostly in words filtered through 
assorted credentials: as pastors, theologians, doctors, etc. Seldom 
have we who are straight spoken forthright—whether clumsily, 
bluntly, or poetically—as lovers, as persons caught up in the 
ecstasy of embodiment.  
 
Let me expand on that for just a moment. As a matter of justice, it 
is absolutely essential that we, who are straight, speak up. 
Although the Catholic bishops cannot quite see the connection 
themselves, when they stridently assert that justice is a constitutive 
element of the gospel—a dimension of good news without which 
the news is not good—this means being an Ally is central to our faith.  
 
Yet there is something else to be said here, too. Because as much 
as we have heaped shame and guilt and judgment on our LGBT 
brothers and sisters over the specifics of their sexuality and gender, 
we have done nearly the same regarding the unspecified matters of 
our own sexuality and gender, meaning that we need to enter this 
conversation not simply seeking justice for others but so that we might also 
encounter Grace for ourselves. 
 
We need to welcome more voices into the conversation than we 
have even managed to tolerate thus far. We shouldn’t kid ourselves 
that it will be easy or comfortable, but neither should we pretend 
any longer that it’s optional. 
 
How we approach the Bible.  
 
There is, of course, another voice in the room: the Bible. It belongs 
in this conversation, but not as the timeless rulebook or the brutal 
weapon that it has so often been wielded as.  
 
In short, we need to embrace the Bible, the central text in our 
tradition with more reverence and respect than we have thus far. 
This is counterintuitive, so listen closely, because we have too 
quickly allowed our more conservative brothers and sisters to 
define what counts for reverence and respect regarding the Bible.  
 
Reverence and respect have nothing to do with a literal reading of 
Scripture. Such a reading actually disrespects not only our own 
God-given intellect, but also the nature of the text itself, the 
reality of its many human authors, and the character of God. 
Nothing in the biblical narrative about God suggests that God is 
interested in being bound to a written text. Indeed, the closest 
analogy is probably God’s relationship to the temple, which the 
prophets suggest was driven more by the people’s interest in 
managing God’s whereabouts than by God’s interest in being 
predictably located. 
 
Approaching the Bible with real reverence and respect means 
recognizing the significance of the many human authors whose 
human history and human culture and human limits all indelibly 
shape the human words that comprise the text that we call “the 
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Word of God.” I am not the least interested in denigrating the 
Bible. It is sacred—but not because it is some sort of divine 
monologue recorded by a series of human stenographers. It is 
sacred because it captures the conversation that happens among a 
particular set of people around the God they encounter in their 
history. We get to listen in to the very human voices that are 
trying to name the Mystery that moves in their life. 
 
To say it this way—to emphasize the deeply human character of 
the text—is to be respectful and reverent. The narrative within 
the Bible itself describes a God who repeatedly enters into 
partnership with human beings who have limited understandings 
and flawed characters. This is the God of the Bible. To think that 
somehow the written text managed to escape this partnership 
unscathed says much more about our desire for an absolute 
security than God ever seems interested in offering. 
 
On the other hand, approaching the Bible with real reverence and 
respect also involves remembering that we Christians name Jesus 
Christ as God’s incarnate Word, believing that in his life we see, 
hear, experience God’s message to us with unique clarity. The 
gospel records—which include the story of a Jesus who 
transgressed some of the very boundaries that are described 
absolute elsewhere in the Bible—have a clear priority within the 
Bible.  
 
It also means that the life of Jesus that lies hidden behind the 
text, uncaptured by any of the gospels, stands as a precautionary 
mystery to us, lest we ever assume we know enough through its 
written words to think we have God’s Word at our complete 
disposal. 
 
And beyond this, the Bible is only worth our respect and 
reverence if the God encountered by the people who wrote it 
long ago and the God so active in the life of Jesus is still alive today. 
And if so, it’s a good bet that this same God is still encountering 
people in their lives today. Meaning that we dare not speak of the 
Bible in a way that limits our capacity to have an encounter with 
the living God … or to presume that our encounters with God 
today will be any less surprising, transformative, or unsettling 
than were the encounters narrated within its pages. 
 
While there are a handful of texts that have dominated this 
conversation in ways that make them impossible to ignore, I see a 
real danger in simply working to defuse all the problematic texts 
about homosexuality, because this presumes that if we can just set 
these texts in their appropriate context, then all the problems 
disappear. But we’re still left with a God telling the ancient 
Hebrews to stone some people to death, just not the LGBT 
brothers and sisters we know today. The point is that the entire 
Bible is a problematic text … but one worth wrestling with—and that’s the 
most reverent and respectful thing to say about it. Our Jewish cousins for 
the most part understand this far better than we do. For them the 
Hebrew Scriptures are more often used to offer the first word in 
a good argument that they expect will lead to greater insight than 
they are invoked as the last word to settle an argument.  
 
Learning to embrace the Bible with more reverence and respect 
isn’t going to be a matter of understanding specific passages 
better but of understanding the entire book differently. We won’t 
learn it overnight. We need to appreciate the distance—
linguistically, historically, culturally—between the text and our 

present world before we can listen well for how it might guide us 
today. 
 
What we might hope to find in the Bible. 
 
If we can manage this, we will discover that there is much in the 
Bible worth knowing, because it speaks to the surprising wideness 
of God’s welcome and the fierce hope that God holds for human 
flourishing. Likewise, there are passages—for instance, the 
commands to practice a genocidal slaughter of the inhabitants of 
Jericho—in which we will only discern God’s truth by challenging 
the voice of the text itself. 
 
The creation tales, read not as geological or historical records, but 
as ancient (and limited) intuitions about where we fit in the 
scheme of things—and where we fit in the heart of God—can 
spur us to do in our day what the biblical authors did in their day: 
produce cosmologies that can help us find ourselves at home on a 
planet that desperately needs to be recognized as a home … and to 
find ourselves graced to be bodied in a time when our bodies are 
increasingly objectified. 
 
The prophets offer a stirring intuition that God’s passionate 
longing is focused not on doctrinal purity or proper rituals—but 
on worship as the practice mercy and justice. Every expression of 
our faith should serve the cause of mercy and justice; whatever 
does not, no longer names God accurately or honors God rightly. 
 
The Song of Songs offers a glimpse of an ancient ability to savor 
the goodness of sexuality. While it might be an eye-opening 
endeavor to plumb the meanings of its many sensual metaphors, 
perhaps its primary gift is to invite us to dare imagine what our 
“songs of songs” might sound like today. And to recognize that 
until we can celebrate our sexuality so unencumbered by shame 
we have not yet known Bodied Grace. 
 
The story of Jesus is a story about an incarnation that is less 
unlike our own than we assume. Read with care, we can hear 
Jesus’ humanity and his commitment to welcoming all persons 
into God’s family as a proclamation of Bodied Grace. It isn’t the 
story we often hear, but it is the story we need to learn now. At 
the end of a class I taught last summer a student told me, “Thank 
you for telling me about a Jesus I could fall in love with.” She 
didn’t mean romantically; she meant that despite being raised 
Christian, she had never heard the story of Jesus told in a way that 
she found compelling. And without question, what made it 
compelling for her was that my telling took incarnation seriously: 
both the humanity of Jesus and the humanity of the world in 
which he acted. 
 
Time and again I meet college students who have disengaged 
from the Christian story without ever having really heard it in the 
first place. We have to learn and tell the story better. 
 
Living theology 
 
Our theology will also have some new things to say. I do NOT 
mean that it will be less rooted in the tradition of the church or 
less recognizably Christian. Quite the opposite, part of our 
present crisis over sexuality and gender is that we have failed to 
keep faith with the tradition and have failed to be recognizably 
Christian.  
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Theology has as its primary task proposing whole worldviews—
cosmologies that anchor the way we see the world and our place 
in it, with implications ranging from our interpersonal ethics to 
our communal politics. It’s crucial that these worldviews reflect 
the faith that is ours, not that of some other people in some other 
time and place. We are often tempted to think we can lay claim to 
a whole set of timeless truths. But theology’s task is to “think the 
faith” not outside of time, but within time, within this time, here and 
now. 
 
So we remain faithful to the tradition, and we remain 
recognizably Christian, not by resisting change, but rather by 
keeping our conversations about God, Christ, compassion, and 
humanity relevant to the present moment. And relevance is not 
about pandering to every passing trend; it is about trusting that in 
each new present moment, God is freshly present, too, and then 
being attentive to that presence even when it surprises us. 
 
This isn’t to say that our contemporary ways of talking about 
God, Jesus, Spirit, creation, sin, redemption, and grace, will be 
disconnected to the past. It is to say that these ideas will be deeply 
shaped as well by voices that are newly present today. Theology 
has always been done by human voices. So if we speak in new ways 
about old themes that is not necessarily a break with tradition; it 
is just as likely evidence that the tradition alive and well.  
 
In particular theology given voice by women, persons of color, 
and LGBT persons, is worth our hearing because these are the 
voices most newly present. And because it is possible—I would 
say likely—that God is using these voices to do a new thing today. 
 
Finally: gender & sexuality. 
 
Only now we are in a position to ask, what might we imagine 
theologically as the purpose for which human bodies are graced with sexuality 
and gender? This is the question we need to be asking, but we can’t 
even pose the question well until we’ve covered all this other 
ground. (And, I’ve only identified much of the ground without 
having the time to cover it here.) 
 
But I will propose foremost that we not presume that God can 
imagine only a single purpose for sexuality and gender. So, yes, 
let’s acknowledge that biological procreation is one of the 
purposes for which we are gendered, sexual beings. But let’s be 
very cautious about calling it an obligatory purpose or even the 
primary purpose.  
 
I suggest that among other purposes served well by sexuality and 
gender are these: 
• that we know joy exquisitely through them. 
• that we express ourselves, uniquely and universally, imago Dei 

through them. 
• that we pursue and offer the great goods of intimacy and 

trust through them. 
• and that we taste the mystery of transcendence, the grace of 

an otherness that completes us, through them. 
None of these is a small goodness. And none of these 
goodnesses—all of which I can attest to as a straight man—is 
exclusive to my straightness. They all name a grace that comes by 
way of sexual and gendered embodiment and a grace that is 
available to each of us regardless of our sexual orientation or 
gender identity. 
 

And I propose the following as some first thoughts on ethical 
principles that support integrity in the practice of our sexuality 
and gender. Not rules, but principles. I suggest five, because 
that’s enough to get us started—after all, this isn’t my 
conversation, it’s our conversation—and because the goodnesses 
named above seem more likely to flourish the more we honor the 
place of improvisation in their pursuit.  
 
I begin with three mentioned famously by the Hebrew prophet 
Micah (Micah 6:8) some 2500 years ago: do justice, show mercy, and 
walk humbly. Micah is talking about how to live a God-pleasing life 
in general, but his wisdom is pretty far-reaching. 
 
Justice suggests that however we choose to embody our sexuality 
and gender, we ought not exploit power differences, whether 
based in money, age, race, gender, or social role. In my mind, this 
raises real doubts about practices that eroticize the dynamic of 
domination. And yet, because this is a principle, not a rule, it 
doesn’t absolutely forbid anything. It simply says, “make the case 
that this (or any) particular sexual expression doesn’t transgress 
justice.”  
 
Mercy is not pity but compassion. It implies mutuality, a genuine 
care for the other’s joy, comfort, and pleasure. It invites trust in 
moments of deep vulnerability. Part of the power of sexual 
intimacy is its capacity—its alchemy—whereby vulnerability 
becomes transcendence, a deep openness to an other. Absent 
either justice or mercy, such vulnerability is neither wise nor safe. 
Again, in my mind, this implies fidelity in a level that matches the 
vulnerability present.  
 
Humility suggests, first, that we be patient with ourselves and 
others. How we choose to be sexual and gendered persons is an 
unfolding mystery better paced by our own deepest intuitions and 
the counsel of those we trust than by the messages of the 
marketplace. Second, it calls us to be quick to listen, slow to 
speak. As we encounter persons—whether in our intimate 
relations or in our public communities—whose practices and 
preferences differ markedly from our own, we begin by listening for 
the truth of their experience. We need not affirm everything we hear, 
but we are fools when we think we have nothing new to learn 
from those whose experience is other than our own. 
 
To these three principles I add two others: procreative and joyful.  
 
Procreative, as a principle, does not mean that relationships in which 
physical reproduction is not a biological option (or desire) are 
somehow deficient. But because this term is so often wielded 
against LGBT persons, it seems worthwhile to reclaim it in a 
broader—and truer—meaning, as a positive principle for our 
incarnation. To be procreative is to care for this world, from 
natural eco-systems to familial and civic communities. This is a 
human vocation, quite independent of sexual activity. But given 
that sex is one powerful way we generate and share energy, it 
seems right to expect that energy so deliciously brought forth 
between lovers might also move outward in relationships that 
care with joy for the world around us. 
 
Joyful. Well, how we are in the bodies that we are is telling. If our 
gender and sexuality is experienced in shame, disgust, obligation, 
fear, etc., that’s pretty good evidence that it is somehow less than 
healthy and whole. For us as Christians this will be a real 
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challenge because, as I noted earlier, most of us have been taught 
either that sex is the primal temptation that turns us from God or 
at least that it is deserving of near total discretion in polite 
conversation. Neither is true. Where else in our lives are we so 
mistrusting or so quiet about that which brings such joy? We will 
not unlearn this as quickly as we will wish, but learning to 
embrace and name this joy is what will make the rest of the 
conversation worth the challenges involved.  
 
Naming these principles hardly settles every ethical question in 
advance by producing a fixed rule. But that isn’t how ethics 
works. It isn’t how adults operate. It isn’t how life is lived. 
Integrity—which is the goal here—is improvisation grounded in 
creativity and character, not rote repetition. It is the fruit of good 
conversation, in which ideas and practices can be 
compassionately and appreciatively contested. Hardly the final 
word, these principles simply offer us a place to begin the 
conversation. 
 
Incarnation and the Life of the Church 
 
Lastly, what it would mean for the church, or more likely for 
small pockets of committed Christians, to put some of these 
thoughts into practice? I think it would mean undertaking a multi-
faceted “literacy” campaign: where we teach ourselves to “read” 
in a variety of ways that we’ve neglected to learn. I know this 
seems daunting; it is. It’s signing up to play a symphony that 
sounds the tune of a welcoming God, and while it is incredibly 
hard work, no one playing the symphony questions whether the 
joy they feel, the Grace they know in their body, is worth it. This is 
hard work met by infinite gift.  
 
Still, we’ll need to find ways to celebrate little steps along the way. 
We’re very good at encouraging our children to take on new 
ventures. We remind them to pace themselves. And we offer 
praise for small accomplishments along the way to bigger ones. 
We owe ourselves nothing less. 
 
We are truly all in this together. All of us are the theologians who 
need to do this work. Christianity is not a spectator sport. To 
identify as Christian, as a person who chooses to draw their life 
out of the well that places the story of Jesus at its center, is to 
receive the commission to find one’s voice. And to meet this moment of 
crisis with wisdom and grace will require of all of us at least a 
modest measure of real literacy in the Bible, the tradition, and the 
science that speaks to these matters—and a large measure of 
literacy in the stories of our own lives—including the experiences 
of our own sexual and gendered bodies.  
 
Moreover, we are truly all in this together in another, more 
sobering sense. It is not hyperbole to say that either we figure out 
how to be incarnate with integrity … or we lose everything. There are 
much bigger issues of incarnation, beyond sexuality and gender, 
that spill over into politics, and our future depends on our 
capacity to imagine responses far more creative and just than we 
have thus far.  
 
How we think about God’s sheer unconditional love for bodied 
selves will impact how we think through the ethics of providing 
health care, both to maintain good health and to treat ill health. A 
vibrant theology of incarnation will also shape the way we address 
questions about terrorism, war, and torture. It will press us to 

think more clearly and with greater urgency about justice in global 
economics and about the growing gap between rich and poor 
bodies, both locally and globally. And our best thinking about 
incarnation will be required if we are to imagine successful 
responses to the ecological crisis before us and to envision 
sustainable lives in which we know that the goodness of being 
bodied is not about the abundance of our stuff but the abundance 
of our life. 
 
Finally, a theology of incarnation, quite beyond its insights into 
sexuality and gender, will affirm that the human person unfolds in 
a whole variety of ways—and in clearly recognizable patterns—
from infancy into childhood and adolescence and on into 
adulthood. Incarnation is not about being static creatures. Our 
cognitive, social, emotional, moral capacities all unfold within our 
bodied selves and across time, helping us deepen in the ways we 
know and interact with the world. 
 
We can benefit from seeing how faith fits into these patterns, 
how faith is best understood not as a matter of embracing a set of 
fixed ideas with increasing certainty, but rather as a matter of 
blending the content of our faith—particularly our conviction 
about the unfailing goodness of God—with our unfolding human 
skills and capacities so that we meet an increasingly complex 
world with nuance and grace.  
 
This is an especially crucial piece, because most everything I’ve 
suggested here presumes that we imagine new ways to understand 
what it means to be a person of faith—ways that I believe are 
more authentic to human experience but undoubtedly less 
familiar to how we’ve been taught to view faith. 
 
Concluding 
 
So, as I close, I am humbly aware that this is a more than 
ambitious agenda, even for those of us in the choir. So how ever 
will we invite others to join us in this venture?! 
 
Honestly, the answer to that question lies on the far side of a 
horizon we cannot yet see and perhaps cannot yet even imagine 
for ourselves, let alone for others.  
 
I do think that what will be most compelling to others is the 
simple honest telling of our own stories and the genuine 
abundance of our life as we live together toward a life in which 
Bodied Grace can be known.  
 
But the truth is we will need all of the resources and insights we 
gain on our own journey toward that horizon before we can see clearly 
how best to invite others. So I think it’s high time for those of us 
who see the journey’s need to get started. And I’m sure the 
conversation will be great along the way.  
 
Thank you. 


