
Intersections

Volume 2006 | Number 22 Article 6

2006

Ethical Deliberation and the Biblical Text--A
Lutheran Contribution to Reading the Bible
Ritva Williams

Follow this and additional works at: http://digitalcommons.augustana.edu/intersections

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by Augustana Digital Commons. It has been accepted for inclusion in Intersections by an
authorized administrator of Augustana Digital Commons. For more information, please contact digitalcommons@augustana.edu.

Augustana Digital Commons Citation
Williams, Ritva (2006) "Ethical Deliberation and the Biblical Text--A Lutheran Contribution to Reading the Bible," Intersections: Vol.
2006: No. 22, Article 6.
Available at: http://digitalcommons.augustana.edu/intersections/vol2006/iss22/6

http://digitalcommons.augustana.edu/intersections?utm_source=digitalcommons.augustana.edu%2Fintersections%2Fvol2006%2Fiss22%2F6&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://digitalcommons.augustana.edu/intersections/vol2006?utm_source=digitalcommons.augustana.edu%2Fintersections%2Fvol2006%2Fiss22%2F6&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://digitalcommons.augustana.edu/intersections/vol2006/iss22?utm_source=digitalcommons.augustana.edu%2Fintersections%2Fvol2006%2Fiss22%2F6&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://digitalcommons.augustana.edu/intersections/vol2006/iss22/6?utm_source=digitalcommons.augustana.edu%2Fintersections%2Fvol2006%2Fiss22%2F6&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://digitalcommons.augustana.edu/intersections?utm_source=digitalcommons.augustana.edu%2Fintersections%2Fvol2006%2Fiss22%2F6&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://digitalcommons.augustana.edu/intersections/vol2006/iss22/6?utm_source=digitalcommons.augustana.edu%2Fintersections%2Fvol2006%2Fiss22%2F6&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:digitalcommons@augustana.edu


THE GOAL OF THIS PAPER is to articulate a method of ethical 
deliberation about a particular social issue. Over the last seven and 
one-half years, I have been asked many times to speak about the 
issue of the Bible and homosexuality, to lead workshops on the issue, 
and to facilitate the ELCA study Journeying Together Faithfully. 
These experiences have led to the realization that there is a great deal 
of confusion and misunderstanding about the nature of the Bible 
and the way it functions as scripture. In response I have been work-
ing at articulating a Lutheran “critical traditionalist” hermeneutic. 
My intention in this paper is to test this hermeneutic by using it to 
critique Robert Gagnon’s reading of Rom. 1:18-32 and to provide 
an alternative reading of the same text, reflecting briefly on the 
theological-ethical implications of this method. Before turning to 
that task, however, it is necessary to explain how and why this has 
become an issue of importance for me by reflecting briefly on my 
own social location and agenda. 

I am a professor and scholar of the New Testament and 
Christian origins at Augustana College, an ELCA liberal arts 
college where I hold tenure and serve as the Chair of the Religion 
Department. In the eyes of many this makes me an “expert.” In 
terms of education, income, and other socio-economic indicators 
my profession places me in the upper middle class, a position I was 
not born into, but which enables me to enjoy material comforts that 
sometimes prick at my conscience. My relatively privileged status 
is further enhanced by the fact that I am a white, heterosexual, 
Christian wife and mother living in a country where those factors 
are valued (Holtmann 27-28).1 On the other hand, I am a vertically 

challenged person in a world where just about every material object 
that we use in our day-to-day lives appears to have been designed by 
and for tall, taller, and excessively tall persons. Of necessity, there-
fore, I see and experience the world from a “different” perspective. 
As a female I am intensely aware of how under-represented women 
are in the academy and in the church, especially in leadership posi-
tions. Even when we are admitted to the inner circles, all too often 
we remain the “other” at the table. For me personally, this translates 
into a sense of liminality, of being poised at a threshold with one 
foot on either side. The sense of being simultaneously both an 
insider and an outsider is intensified by the fact that I am an immi-
grant twice over, having been born in Finland, raised in Canada, 
and now living and working as a resident alien in the United States. 
It is natural for me, therefore, to feel a certain affinity and empathy 
for persons who struggle at the peripheries of society. The combi-
nation of those feelings with a Lutheran theology of the cross has 
convinced me that I am called to stand intentionally in solidarity 
with the oppressed. Thus, I have come gradually to see my role as an 
educator as consciousness-raising about and advocacy for those who 
are marginalized. It is in context of doing just that that questions 
about the ethics of biblical interpretation have become significant.

A Lutheran Critical Traditionalist Hermeneutic
 “Critical traditionalist” is a phrase borrowed from my Hebrew 
Bible professor, Dr. Robert Polzin. He originally coined the 
term “critical traditionalism” to label what he saw as the domi-
nant voice within the Deuteronomistic history. He writes, “The 
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ultimate semantic authority of the Book of Deuteronomy […] 
proclaims an attitude toward the word of God that claims 
the right to emphasize now one aspect, viz., judgment, now 
another aspect, viz., mercy, of God’s relationship with Israel, 
depending on the situation in which they find themselves” 
(Polzin 68). Polzin asserts that the overriding hermeneutical 
perspective of the Deuteronomist is that “subsequent revi-
sionary  interpretation” is not only necessary, but modeled by 
Moses himself in such a way that opposing views are neverthe-
less allowed to have their say (Polzin 205-206). Critical tradi-
tionalism, therefore, is a biblically grounded hermeneutical 
perspective that recognizes the need for constant revision and 
varying interpretations of core traditions as contexts change 
through space and over time. 

It is my contention that Lutheran biblical hermeneutics have 
from their inception reflected such a critical traditionalism. For 
Luther, the Word of God refers in the primary sense to “the 
eternal Logos, the son of God” who became personally incarnate 
in the historical person of Jesus of Nazareth, and secondly to 
the proclaimed Word of God through which creation occurred 
and salvation was announced. The Bible as the written Word 
of God is “the definitive documentary on both the incarnation 
and oral revelation of God’s Word” (Lazareth 33-34). Scripture is 
thus the word of God in a secondary or derivate sense (Lotz 263). 
Its authority derives, not so much from what it says literally, 
but from its ability to re-present and re-embody the life-giving 
Word. While it is, in Luther’s words, the “queen” that “must 
rule, and everyone must obey,” Scripture remains the servant of 
“the Lord who is the King of Scripture” (Lotz 264).2 In other 
words, “Scripture cannot rightly be interpreted in opposition to 
Christ’s person and work” (Lotz 263).

Given this understanding of scripture, a Lutheran critical 
traditionalist hermeneutic must have at least three major compo-
nents to it. First, it must honor scripture as Queen of the church 
by taking seriously what biblical texts say, and, even more 
importantly, what they mean. One way to get at that mean-
ing is to answer the question, “who says what to whom about 
what under what circumstances for what purposes.” The answer 
necessitates paying attention, not only to the genre and rhetoric 
of a passage, but also to the historical, social, and cultural cir-
cumstances addressed by, reflected in, and which gave rise to it. 
Second, a Lutheran critical traditionalist hermeneutic must be 
ever mindful of Christ, who is the King of scripture, and whose 
mission is the purpose of the church. The good news about 
justification by grace through faith in Jesus Christ functions as 
the primary criteria for deciding whether a biblical passage is 
relevant to our contemporary circumstances and how it might 
be used in teaching and preaching. 

Finally, a Lutheran critical traditionalist hermeneutic holds 
us ethically accountable by demanding that we reflect on both 
the faithfulness and the consequences of our reading. Does our 
interpretation respect the text as articulated in its originating 
historical context? Does our reading and application of scripture 
promote the mission of Christ? What are the consequences 
of our interpretation with respect to race, ethnicity, econom-
ics, gender, sexuality, self-determination, and so forth? Will 
it be life-giving or death-dealing?  For whom? Why?  Indeed 
these may be the most important questions that we need to ask 
ourselves as we read, interpret, and attempt to apply scripture in 
our daily lives. 

The Use of Romans 1:18-32  
by Robert Gagnon
In The Bible and Homosexual Practice: Texts and Hermeneutics, 
Robert Gagnon sets out to demonstrate that the Bible unequivo-
cally defines same-sex intercourse as sin, and that there are no 
valid hermeneutical arguments for overriding biblical authority 
in this matter. His position is that “same-sex intercourse consti-
tutes an inexcusable rebellion against the intentional design of 
the created order.” It is not only degrading to the participants 
but is physically, morally, and socially destructive (Gagnon 37). 
Gagnon’s book is, thus, not about proclaiming the gospel but 
about laying down the law that will protect the purity and secu-
rity of the communities with which he identifies. 

For Gagnon, the credibility of the Bible’s stance on this 
subject is rooted in the revelatory authority of scripture, the 
witness of nature to which the Bible points, and arguments 
from experience, reason, and science (Gagnon 41). It is not my 
intention to review the entire book but to focus on Gagnon’s 
treatment of Rom. 1:24-27, which for him is the central text on 
which Christians must base their moral doctrine on homo-
sexual conduct (Gagnon 229). As he describes it, this passage 
is the most substantial and explicit discussion of the subject 
in the Bible: it is in the New Testament, it explicitly refers to 
lesbianism, and it occurs within a significant body of material 
originating from a single writer. Romans 1:24-27 is also in his 
estimate “the most difficult text for proponents of homosexual 
behavior to overturn” (Gagnon 230). For Gagnon then, this 
is the authoritative text because of (a) its location in the Bible 
specifically in the New Testament (do we detect a supersession-
ist theology here?), (b) its content, that is, what it says, (c) its 
apostolic authorship, and (d) its perceived unassailability by 
proponents of homosexuality.

Gagnon begins by placing the specific passage (Rom. 1:24-27) 
within its larger literary context (Rom. 1:18-32), which he asserts 
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is Paul’s depiction of “what life used to be like before believ-
ing in Christ and receiving the Spirit but which has now been 
fundamentally transformed for those who are in Christ. It por-
trays the predicament of all unsaved humanity” (Gagnon 245). 
Within that larger context, Paul employs a typical Hellenistic-
Jewish critique of gentile sin in Rom. 1:18-32 in order to set up 
an imaginary Jewish dialogue partner who rejects Paul’s law-free 
gospel for Gentiles and regards Torah observance as excus-
ing himself from God’s judgment. Gagnon argues that Paul’s 
purpose is to show that God’s verdict is just and right because 
the Gentiles knowingly act contrary to the knowledge of God’s 
intentions that is available to them in creation by engaging in 
idolatry and same-sex intercourse (Gagnon 246-47). Gagnon 
seeks, thus, to answer the basic exegetical question of who says 
what to whom about what in what circumstances for what pur-
poses. He correctly identifies the genre of the passage as a typical 
Hellenistic-Jewish critique of Gentiles, but fails to explore the 
implications of Paul’s use of such a stereotype and misconstrues 
Paul’s audience and purpose. 

Gagnon’s treatment of Rom. 1:26-27 is based on drawing 
out the parallels between idolatry and same-sex eroticism. He 
asserts that just as “idolatry is a deliberate suppression of the 
truth available to pagans in the world around them…so too is 
same-sex intercourse” (Gagnon 254). What connects these two 
for Gagnon is Paul’s use of the phrase “contrary to nature.” His 
argument is that just as visual perception of the material world 
should lead to a mental perception of the God who created it, 
so visual perception of male-female bodily complementarity 
should lead to an understanding of the rightness of “natural,” 
that is, heterosexual, intercourse (Gagnon 254-57). Gagnon 
contends that Paul selects homosexual conduct as “exhibit A” of 
culpable gentile depravity because it “represents one of the clear-
est instances of conscious suppression of revelation in nature by 
gentiles, inasmuch as it involves denying clear anatomical gender 
differences and functions” (Gagnon 264). While Gagnon clearly 
sets out the inner logic of these verses with respect to the alleged 
relationship of idolatry and same-sex intercourse, he fails to rec-
ognize that this logic may derive from the original Hellenistic-
Jewish critique that Paul recites rather than from the purposes 
and intentions of Paul. Additionally his entire treatment of 
natural/unnatural language presupposes modern categories 
rather than ancient Greco-Roman ones.3

Returning to the larger literary context (Rom. 1:18-32), 
Gagnon describes Paul’s rhetorical strategy as beginning with “a 
very clear example of unethical conduct and then…widening the 
net until it captures all of humanity” (Gagnon 277). According 
to Gagnon, Paul moves from the discussion of same-sex inter-
course to a vice list (1:29-31) that is aimed mainly at Gentiles 

but which blurs the boundary between Gentile and Jew, and 
finally to the statement in 2:1-2 which targets the moral person, 
that is, the Torah-observant Jew. The result is a “sweeping ‘sting 
operation’” in which the Jew who agrees with the condemna-
tion of Gentiles in 1:18-32 is compelled by the end of chapter 3 
to acknowledge that Jews deserve judgment as well (Gagnon 
278). According to Gagnon, the trap that Paul sets in 1:18-32 
is for those Jews who think that they can be justified in God’s 
sight through observance of the Mosaic law and apart from faith 
in Christ (Gagnon 280). Since the letter is clearly addressed to 
members of the church in Rome, I am not sure why Gagnon 
thinks that Jews would have been Paul’s target audience. 
Overall, his reading of Rom. 1:18-32 is governed by his openly 
avowed agenda of proving that the Bible says that all same-sex 
intercourse is sin and by a supersessionist theology that contains 
a latent anti-Judaism.

An Alternative Reading of Romans 1:18-32
I begin by asking who says what to whom about what in what 
circumstances for what purposes. The letter to the Romans is a 
communication from the apostle Paul to the church in Rome, a 
church which consists of both Judean/Jewish and non-Judean/
Gentile (specifically Greek) members (Esler 116-119). It is a 
text that is addressed to Christ-followers (not Jews) of differ-
ent ethnic backgrounds. It is the beliefs and behaviors of these 
groups within the church that Paul seeks to alter, in particular 
the ethnocentrism that each group harbors with respect to the 
other.4 The effect of Paul’s argumentation from chapters 1 to 11 is 
to put these two groups on the same footing. Neither Greek nor 
Judean Christ-followers can portray themselves as inherently 
superior to the other because both groups are equally in bondage 
to sin, but in different ways (Esler 144-145).5 The only way out 
of their common plight is to embrace a new in-group identity, 
specifically the one arising from baptism into Christ (Esler 152). 

It is within this context that Paul recites the information in 
1:18-32, a passage that Gagnon describes as a typical Hellenistic-
Jewish critique of Gentiles, but which more accurately ought to be 
identified as an “ethnic caricature” (Stowers 94) or an “extreme type 
of stereotyping” developed by certain Judeans/Jews (Esler 147). In 
this stereotype Gentiles, or perhaps more accurately the “heathen,” 
(Esler 151) are portrayed as idolaters whom God has punished by 
“causing or allowing their decline into unnatural sexual practices 
(1:24-27) and antisocial vices (1:28-31)” (Stowers 92). The recognition 
of the genre of this particular passage should immediately cause the 
reader to pause. Are ethnic caricatures and stereotypes inspired by 
God? Does the recitation of an ethnic stereotype by a hero of faith 
in a biblical text make it a word of God? Can we in the twenty-first 
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century legitimately hold up such an ethnic caricature as the basis 
for developing a moral doctrine? 

In light of Paul’s comments in 2:1-16, I would have to answer 
unequivocally “No.” Here Paul engages in the rhetorical tech-
nique of speech-in-character creating an imaginary interlocutor 
through whom Paul can criticize his audience without directly 
accusing anyone of anything (Stowers 103, Witherington 76). 
Paul’s first-century audience of Greek and Judean Christ-fol-
lowers would “get it.” Paul’s point seems to be that “whoever 
you are” (2:1), you are not in a position to judge, condemn, 
caricature, or stereotype others as if you enjoy some sort of 
special status. This message applies just as much to the newly 
saved Greeks who might imagine themselves as superior to their 
pagan neighbors as it might to the Judean Christ-followers who 
grew up socialized to view all non-Judeans as inferior.6 Paul 
insists that God alone can and will judge, repaying “according 
to each one’s deeds” (2:6). Both ethnic groups will be judged by 
the same criteria: those who do evil, both Judean and Greek, 
will experience anguish and distress; while those who do good, 
both Judean and Greek, will receive glory, honor, and peace 
(2:9-10). The same criteria applies for the heathen: on the one 
hand, they may instinctively do what the law requires; on the 
other, their conflicting thoughts may accuse or excuse them 
on the day of judgment (2:14-16). What Paul condemns in this 
passage is precisely the kind of self-righteous presumptuous 
stereotyping of which 1:18-32 is an example. The word of God 
in this passage is, thus, to be found in Paul’s pronouncement 
of the “law,” which in this case might be summarized as “go 
and do otherwise” (Witherington 77). His proclamation of the 
gospel will come later (3:21ff).

What Paul is doing in this passage, and indeed throughout 
much of Romans, is engaging in what might be called a criti-
cal traditionalist revision of his audience’s beliefs and behavior. 
The challenge that Paul faced was how to build or maintain a 
common in-group identity (as Christ-followers) in a situation 
where church members were not likely to give up their existing 
subgroup (ethnic) identities. Was the church to be divided by 
ethnic distinctions or united in spite of ethnic diversity? Paul’s 
response was to focus on the different ways both groups were 
equally enslaved to sin. Their common plight as sinners coram 
Deo negates any claims of ethnic superiority. The promise that 
God will justify the Judean “on the ground of faith” and the 
non-Judean “through that same faith” (Rom. 3:30) unites both 
groups in a new future where their ethnic identities are recog-
nized but take second place to their shared identity in Christ 
where their only obligation is to “love one another” (Rom. 13:8). 

A Lutheran Reading Romans Today
How might we use this reading in our conversations about 
sexuality? We need to begin by recognizing that Rom. 1:18-32 
is an ethnic stereotype. Since Paul uses this caricature as an 
example of what not to do, that is, engaging in self-righteous 
stereotyping, how can we use its contents as the basis for a 
moral doctrine? How can any conclusion we might draw from it 
about same-sex intercourse be anything but another caricature? 
If Paul’s goal was to subsume (not obliterate) ethnic identities 
under a new overarching identity “in Christ,” could we perhaps 
find here an analogy to our situation today where the issue is 
not ethnic identity but gender/sexual identity?  

In this paper I believe that I have tried to articulate a 
method (or at least a set of questions) that might guide an 
ethically conscious reading of scripture within the Lutheran 
tradition. I am calling this a “Lutheran critical traditionalist 
hermeneutic.” It is distinctively Lutheran because it locates the 
authority of scripture not in the literal content of the Bible, 
that is, in what it says, but in what it means and in particular 
how that meaning re-presents and re-embodies the life-giving 
Word. Another way to say this is that scripture is the word 
of God that bears in, with, and under its human and earthly 
elements the Word of God. This may be the most significant 
difference between my reading of Rom. 1:18-32 and that of 
Robert Gagnon. He seems to operate out of an assumption 
that the authority of scripture is in what it says. This leads him 
to commit the common error identified by Stanley Stowers 
as “The acceptance of Rom. 1:18-2:29 as an objective, induc-
tive statement of the human condition…” an error rooted in 
an uncritical assumption that Paul is “stating not only the 
truth of the gospel, but also the gospel truth” (Stowers 83). So 
foundational are these assumptions for Gagnon that even when 
he does his exegetical homework and recognizes the genre and 
rhetorical moves that Paul makes, he ignores their implications. 
In doing so, he violates the intention of Paul’s argument. This is 
one of the great ironies that frequently emerge from an alleged 
insistence on locating the authority of scripture in what the 
Bible says. The reader becomes so obsessed with a few particular 
sentences or words that s/he misses the context entirely. One 
suspects that in situations like this the real authority actually 
lies in the reader since it is Gagnon’s agenda that controls both 
the selection of the text and his reading of it. I am certainly not 
claiming a “virginal perception” for my own reading. I, too, 
have an agenda: advocacy for those marginalized by society. 
This is why I ask “Does my reading faithfully promote the mis-
sion of Christ? Is it life-giving or death-dealing? For whom?” 
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Endnotes
1. Pages 27-28 lists indicators of ascribed status in America as being 

male, white, able-bodied, heterosexual, Christian, and of the owning class.

2. Quotations are from Luther’s 1535 Lectures on Galatians as cited 
by Lotz p. 264.

3. It is beyond the scope of this paper to go into the details, but cf. 
the treatments of this subject in Martti Nissinen, Homoeroticism in 
the Biblical World  (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 1998) and also 
in Craig Williams, Roman Homosexuality: Ideologies of Masculinity in 
Classical Antiquity  (New York: Oxford UP, 1999).

4. Esler pp. 40-76 provides a fine treatment of ethnicity and ethnic 
conflict in the ancient Mediterranean world.

5. See also Witherington 58.

6. Later in Rom. 2:17-34 Paul will redefine genuine Judean status as 
being rooted inwardly in the heart rather than in the external signs and 
rites. See Esler p. 153.
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