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I here outline three approaches to interpreting the Bible that in principle apply to any topic and can thus be applied to the ascertaining of a biblical perspective on same-sex relationships.  
1 Text and Context

Biblical interpretation involves a move between an ancient text and an interpreter’s context, or an interpreter’s context and an ancient text.  Premodern interpreters were inclined unselfconsciously to assimilate canonical text and interpreter’s context.  They took the canonical text to be answering the questions that arose in their context and to be working with the same framework of thinking.  And as a consequence they found enlightenment, though they also missed emphases in the text that did not fit their own framework.  Premodern interpretation thus had advantages and disadvantages.  The New Testament’s interpretation of the Old Testament illustrates this dynamic.
Modern interpretation saw itself as consciously seeking to avoid assimilating these two contexts, that of the modern interpreter and that of the ancient text.  Its aim was an objective interpretation of the text, one that understood the text in its own right.  This involved foreswearing any concern with the text’s significance for the interpreters’ own time, at least initially.  After doing their exegetical work, interpreters such as preachers who were concerned for that significance could go on to ask about it, but they would acknowledge (at least while they were at seminary) that they must first do their objective exegetical work.  This approach to interpretation also had advantages and disadvantages.  It had the potential to do better justice to the text’s own agenda.  But it deceived itself about its capacity to distance itself from its own agenda.  Historical criticism was actually looking for answers to its own questions, just as premodern interpretation was, but these questions concerned matters such as the text’s historical origins and value.  Further, historical criticism deceived itself about the process whereby we discover the text’s significance for us, so that historical exegesis rarely produced insight for today; hence it was abandoned by people once they left seminary.  Precisely because that process involves an interplay between our questions and the text, historical criticism found answers only to its own questions, and these were questions that interested only historical critics.
The significance of late twentieth-century study of interpretation, with which one can associate the development of postmodern interpretation, is to perceive these dynamics of premodern and modern interpretation and to see whether we can have the advantages of premodern interpretation without its disadvantages, and the advantages of modern interpretation without its disadvantages.  
To put it another way, one can distinguish (in theory, at least) two moves that are involved in biblical interpretation.  One begins from the fact that we are trying to get an objective understanding of this text according to its own presuppositions and concerns.  The process is analogous to our attempt to gain an objective understanding of another person.  Because of a commitment in love to them as another human being, we do not wish to make them merely a wall onto which we project our own understanding.  We commit ourselves to understanding them in their distinctiveness, even where we find them objectionable.  Often we find that when we do that, what was objectionable at least becomes intelligible.  We may then be able to learn from who they are, which does not happen if we too soon assimilate them to what we are and what we can understand or find acceptable.  All this is true about classical approaches to the exegesis of texts.  The great significance of biblical criticism lay here.  It declined to be bound by traditions concerning the meaning of texts and insisted on seeking to discover their inherent meaning.  Exegesis focuses on the meaning of texts as acts of communication between human beings; in the case of canonical texts, these were acts of communication that were then reckoned significant beyond their original context.  But in the process of interpretation, one abjures any interest in the significance of the text for me, in order to seek to do justice to its inherent meaning.  There is an outworking of an ethical principle here.  Someone wished to communicate something here; in recognition of that human being we seek to understand what that communication was.

But in interpretation we also recognize that a further set factors are involved, which suggest the other move, the other way of understanding interpretation.  There was some reason for our interest in this text (or this person).  Something drew our attention to it and made us reckon it was worth seeking to understand.  And that sense of ours is our way into understanding the text (or the person).  The subjective is the way into the objective.  It turns out to be both the unavoidable hindrance to interpretation but also its indispensible help.  The challenge to interpretation is to maximize the help and bind the hindrance.  One aid to this is looking at texts through other eyes than my own.  The Bible belongs to the church not to the individual.  I read it in the company of my congregation with its mix (if I am lucky) of (for instance) genders, ages, classes, and ethnicities.  I also read it in the company of other eras of the church (such as the Fathers or the Reformation), of other faith commitments (such as Judaism), and of people from other cultures and contexts (such as the ones that generated liberation theology).  These have the potential to enable me to see things I would not otherwise see, and to perceive where I have mis-seen things.
The insights of feminist interpretation illustrate these dynamics.  Precritical interpretation read Genesis 1 – 2 in light of the patriarchal realities of the cultures from which it came.  There was no basis for reckoning that Eve’s being a “help meet” for Adam implies her subordination to Adam, but this is how Genesis came to be read.  Feminist interpretation uncovered patriarchal aspects to interpretation.  At the same time, however, twentieth-century interpretation also read its own concerns into the text in parallel ways to those of precritical interpretation.  So Western culture, especially in the U.S.A., is aware of the extent to which we are disabled for relationships, and it has read the Genesis accounts of the creation of humanity as emphasizing the relational nature of the link between God and humanity and between men and women.  There are parts of the scriptures that suggest this emphasis, but the concerns of Genesis 1 – 2 lie elsewhere, in the role in connection with the world and the garden for which God created humanity.  So our own contemporary context enables us to see some things and skews our perception in other connections.
In what ways might this way of looking at interpretation be applied to same-sex relationships?  In parallel with the effect of studying texts in light of feminism, one might distinguish three aspects to the studying texts in light of same-sex relationships.  First, it has clarified some issues and uncovered places where interpretation has gone astray.  Notably, it has led to the realization that the Sodom and Gomorrah story does not concern anything like the relationships envisaged by anyone who wishes to argue for the propriety of same-sex relationships.  The Sodom and Gomorrah story is irrelevant to the debate on same-sex relationships.
Second, this way of looking at interpretation has raised interpretive possibilities and questions, new ways of reading texts.  An example is the significance of Jesus’ observations about eunuchs in Matthew 19:10-12, which talks about people who are eunuchs from birth, people who have been made eunuchs by others, and people who make themselves eunuchs for the sake of the kingdom of heaven.  The first category may be understood at least to include reference to people who are by nature attracted to people of the same sex rather than to people of the opposite sex.  A trickier example is of understanding the account of the relationships of Naomi and Ruth and of David and Jonathan as implying that these were physically expressed same-sex relationships.  Here there is the difficulty that the interpretation issues from the presuppositions outside scripture rather than directly from scripture and/or that is presupposes what it is seeking to establish.  If we assume that same-sex relationships could be good and/or that scriptural communities reckoned that they could be good, then this might be a plausible way to read the stories.  But if we think that assumption is mistaken, it is not a plausible way to read the text.  
Third, this way of looking at interpretation has reopened old questions, though in a way that has not carried broad conviction or issued in a new consensus.  Thus William Countryman has suggested that the Levitical ban on homosexual acts is simply an aspect of purity law, which is annulled through Christ’s coming (see Dirt, Greed, and Sex [Philadelphia: Fortress, 1988]).  John Boswell has studied the words used in the Epistles to refer to same-sex acts and questioned whether they actually refer to acts or relationships that people who wish to argue for the propriety of same-sex relationships wish to defend (see Christianity, Social Tolerance, and Homosexuality [Chicago/London: University of Chicago, 1980]).
It can seem that postmodern approaches to interpretation often give up on the idea that there is such a thing as the meaning of a text, or if there is, whether it matters.  We have noted that there is a certain ethical obligation involved in interpretation; we owe it to the person who wrote this text to seek to understand what he or she meant.  We also owe it to our forebears in the faith communities who took these writings into their scriptures and invited us to live by them (and if there are differences between the way they would have understood them in doing so and the understanding of their authors, we owe it to them also to take this understanding into account).  But we also owe it to ourselves.  If there is no such thing as the meaning of the Sodom and Gomorrah story, then there can be no objection to its being understood as a critique of all same-sex relationships and thus used as a club with which to beat people in same-sex relationships, perhaps semi-literally.  The fact that sometimes we may be uncertain what Isaiah or Paul was seeking to communicate is no reason for abandoning any attempt to understand what they were seeking to communicate.  The fact that we understand on the basis of who we are in our context does not alter the fact that we are seeking to understand a person and a text that is different from us, one that we wish to understand on its own terms.

2 Critical Interpretation

We have noted that modern interpretation sought to be self-critical in avoiding assimilating our concerns to those of the ancient text.  A significant development of modern and postmodern thinking is thus the taking of a critical approach to biblical interpretation.  Yet this is a highly ambiguous notion.  Criticism was concerned to get behind the church’s interpretation of scripture so as to discover the scriptures’ own meaning.  But such a venture segued imperceptibly into critique of scripture itself.  Whether or not interpreters realized it, their critical work involved the self-evident assumption that our conceptions and convictions as enlightened modern people are right.  This is an assumption shared by more conservative and more liberal people.  More liberal people can feel free to declare that scripture is misguided over some issue.  More conservative people are held back from that view, and therefore look for ways in which they can reinterpret scripture so that it conforms to what they think.  
Both more liberal and more conservative interpreters are inclined to note that the perspectives of the scriptures are inevitably limited by their context.  We are less used to noting how our own perspectives are limited by our context.  We are used to noting that aspects of the scriptures clash with our convictions as modern people, and we take it as self-evident that modern views are more likely to be correct than (for instance) ancient views.  But a moment’s reflection reveals that this notion makes a number of questionable assumptions.  In the West in the twenty-first century, for instance, we live in a context in which our cultural and intellectual framework excludes God from our thinking.  It makes us the measure of all things and makes the individual the measure of all things.  We live in an age of unprecedented violence and in a culture despoiled by commercialism.  It would be astonishing if modern views are a reliable criterion for defining what is true or right.  Perhaps as a culture we are only averagely misguided; if this is all that is the case, we would still be wise to want to be self-critical and avoid making ourselves the measure of what is true and right.

One point about having the scriptures is for them to present to us perspectives that are other than our own, which we can then use to evaluate our views.  Yet the biggest consideration affecting the interpretation of scripture in connection with same-sex relationships is that to very many people it seems obvious in our cultural context that we should accept and affirm same-sex relationships among people to whom they seem natural.  The Episcopal Church’s endorsement of same-sex relationships is an example of the church’s assimilation to the culture.  The secular culture on the East Coast and the West Coast endorses such relationships; the Episcopal Church follows.

In justifying this, it is common to draw an analogy with slavery or women’s ordination.  In the nineteenth-century debate, scripture was used on both sides.  From a modern perspective, it is argued that the slave-owners were obviously wrong, that the scriptures that they quote (or at least some of them) must be reckoned mistaken, and that the battle over same-sex relationships is a parallel battle that will have the same result and recognition.  
Jesus provides a basis for a critical attitude to scripture, and a model of what it looks like.  (In referring to Jesus, I refer to Jesus as he is portrayed in the Gospels.  At many points there will be disagreement concerning whether Jesus actually said things that are put on his lips there, but our concern here is with the Jesus whom the New Testament presents.)  

In Matthew 5, he makes a series of declarations beginning “You have heard.....  But I say to you….”  These declarations take up statements in the Torah and comment on the way it was interpreted or might be interpreted or on how its requirements need to be taken further.  In critiquing anger as well as murder and in critiquing lust as well as adultery Jesus does not tell his disciples that they may now ignore the Torah; rather, he adds to its expectations.  In critiquing divorce, oaths, and punishments that fit the crime, he is again adding to the Torah’s expectations, but in a way that involves telling the disciples to ignore the Torah itself.  His comment about loving their enemies rather than hating them is more puzzling, as there is no requirement that people should hate their enemies in the Torah or in any other Jewish writings.   
There is some irony about the fact that these declarations in Matthew 5 appear in a chapter that contains statements about the abiding significance of the Torah that are as extreme as any in the Gospels.  Jesus declares that he has come not to annul the Torah and the Prophets but to bring them to fulfillment; people who attempt to revoke any of them or teach other people to do so have a very low place in the kingdom of heaven; people who do them and teach them have a high place (Matthew 5:17-19).  This fits with other aspects of the way Jesus speaks about the Torah, such as his “It stands written” during his testing in the wilderness (Matthew 4:1-11).  Jesus takes the same attitude to the Jewish scriptures as any other Jew.
How does their “fulfillment” come about through those pronouncements that involve declaring “You have heard….  But I say to you”?   In some instances this fulfillment comes about through the interpretation of an individual requirement of the Torah.  Leviticus itself makes clear that the requirement to love one’s neighbor, which Jesus elsewhere takes as one of the Torah’s two cardinal requirements, implies loving one’s enemy.  If the average Israelite, after all, has enemies, they will be people in the village; it is one’s neighbors, people who steal one’s animals or accuse one of wrongdoing or seduce one’s daughters, who will be one’s enemies (as far as the nation as a whole is concerned, in Deuteronomy and Joshua the Canaanites were not Israel’s enemies).  Thus in Leviticus 19:18 the command about loving one’s neighbor follows up an exhortation about not taking redress or bearing grudges against people, and it suggests the principle involved in these acts of self-denial.  Taken in isolation, loving one’s neighbor could mean one was free to dismiss or attack one’s enemy; Jesus makes explicit what is implicit in the Torah by declaring that it implies being concerned for and forgiving towards one’s enemies in the community.  He thus fulfills or fills out the Torah.
In his other challenges, Jesus is doing more than making explicit the meaning of requirements of Exodus and Deuteronomy.  He is declaring that these requirements are not demanding enough.  How does this mean he is fulfilling them?  
His comment about divorce reappears elsewhere in the context of a broader discussion of that topic (see Mark 10:1-12; Matthew 19:1-12), which gives us a clue regarding the answer to this question. When some Pharisees want to know his attitude to divorce, he asks them what the Torah says.  They refer to Deuteronomy 24, which requires a man to provide a woman with papers to indicate her status if he divorces her.  Jesus responds by declaring, “Because of your hardness of heart he wrote this command for you.  But from the beginning of creation “God made them male and female”; “because of this, a man will leave his father and his mother and be joined to his wife, and the two will become one flesh.”  When the disciples ask him further about the matter, he declares that anyone who divorces their spouse (unless it is because of porneia, Matthew adds) and marries another commits adultery (it is this comment that also appears in Matthew 5).  Jesus thus sets verses from Genesis 1 – 2 alongside the verses from Deuteronomy, draws attention to the clash between them, provides a principle for understanding the clash, and suggests how a disciple should behave in this connection, though (in Matthew 19, again) he recognizes that not everyone will be able to live with his teaching on the question. 
Jesus thus suggests a basis for critical interpretation of scripture.  It involves evaluating scriptural perspectives according to the extent to which they reflect God’s creation vision and/or the making of allowance for human hardness of heart.  It is possible to see the same critical principle implicit in his exhortations concerning anger, lust, truthfulness, and restraint from redress.  A ban on murder, adultery, false oaths, and excessive retribution are not enough, because they do not correspond to the way we were created.  Indeed, one might then see Jesus’ entire teaching as expounding what it means to be a real human being who lives like the creator, as he makes explicit in his comment on loving enemies (Matthew 5:45).  The Torah does not begin with the concrete commands in Exodus to Deuteronomy that make allowance for human willfulness.  It begins with the vision in Genesis 1 – 2, and one way Jesus fulfills the Torah is by reaffirming its vision, pointing to some of its implications, and challenging his disciples to live by this vision.  In this sense he is clarifying the implications of the Torah, as other prophets do.
Many commands in both Old Testament and New Testament offend modern readers.  One might think of some of the commands in both Testaments concerning womanhood (of which the divorce regulation is an instance) and slavery.  Over many of these is written the declaration “Moses [or Paul] wrote this command because of your hardness of hearts.”  While sometimes Old and New Testament are laying down God’s ultimate standards, describing God’s creation vision, sometimes they are starting where people are and seeking to avoid bad situations getting worse or seeking to safeguard against the further suffering and trouble that human waywardness can lead to.

Jesus’ principle of criticism thus does not come from outside the Torah, from his own thinking or from the insights of his culture.  It comes from inside the Torah.  Further, his comments on the aspects of the Torah that make allowance for human hardness of heart do not imply he is de-canonizing them.  Indeed, that aspect of his evaluation takes up a motif within the Torah itself; Deuteronomy emphasizes the hard-heartedness of its audience.  In this respect, too, Jesus’ assessment is not imposed from outside the Torah but justifiable from inside it.
Elsewhere Jesus declares that all the Torah and the Prophets depend on the Torah’s two commands concerning love for God and love for one’s neighbor.  We may see this as applying even to the commands that make allowance for human stubbornness.  We can see the logic of the way it does so.  Given that marriages will break down and that the nature of society means that the woman will then especially suffer through the unclarity of her legal position, it is better that there should be an arrangement that grants her clarity than that the Torah should say “Well, if your marriage breaks down, that’s a sin and you are on your own.”  A divorce regulation (or a command concerning truthful oaths or a command that says the punishment must fit the crime) is one given because of human hardness of heart and as the gift of divine love.
We have suggested that Jesus’ issuing of challenges that go beyond the requirements of the Torah is part of his fulfilling or filling out the Torah, and that he can be reckoned to be doing this because he is making assertions that fit with creation as the Torah describes it.  In connection with same-sex relationships, the question might arise whether in our present context Jesus might say either “Your have heard….  But say to you,” and “Moses because of your hardness of hearts,” and if so, what he would mean by these statements.  One might be able to imagine such formulations being applied to the approval of same-sex relationships or to their critique.  Is same-sex attraction a divine gift from creation parallel to heterosexual attraction or is it one manifestation of the way we have all been affected negatively by the world’s sinfulness?  In isolation, the restrictive regulations in Leviticus and the negative comments in the Epistles about same-sex acts might be read either way.  

Might same-sex relationships go back to God’s creation intent and have the same theological and ethical status as heterosexual relationships?  This would fit with the fact that such relationships seem as “natural” to some people as heterosexual relationships seem to other people, and scientific research may yet provide clearer evidence that this is so.  Yet it can hardly be reckoned to fit with the Torah’s own vision of creation and of what is “natural” in the way that is the case with a forswearing of anger, lust, swearing oaths, and forgoing redress.  Jesus points out that the opening chapters of the Torah describe God making humanity male and female and describe a man leaving his parents to be joined to a woman.  It is hard to see how this could fit with the idea that a same-sex marriage is just as valid a creation reality as a heterosexual marriage.  
It is easier to imagine Jesus saying in this connection, “Moses because of your hardness of hearts,” especially as he goes on to comment that “not everyone can accept this word” not least because “there are eunuchs who were born thus from their mother’s womb, and there are people who were made eunuchs by human act, and there are people who made themselves eunuchs because of the reign of heaven.”  He thus adds, “The person who is able to accept this should accept it” (Matthew 19:11-12).  It is a plausible view that “eunuchs who were born thus from their mother’s womb” refers to men who are naturally attracted to other men rather than to women.  One implication is that whereas it is commonly reckoned that the scriptures do not recognize the category of same-sex inclination as opposed to homosexual acts, it transpires that this category was quite recognized in the culture.  
Jesus does not reckon that people so attracted are obliged to marry a woman.  But he does not imply that their inclination is just as natural a part of the creation order.  Further, if he and other people in the Judaism of his day recognize the reality of same-sex attraction, it is the more striking that there is no indication that anyone in the context reckoned that therefore sexual relations between to such people would be legitimate, still less a same-sex marriage.  Indeed, it heightens the significance for us of the material in scripture on homosexual acts.  It transpires that it would have been quite possible for the New Testament (and perhaps the Old Testament) to envisage committed same-sex relationships and distinguish their theological and moral significance from that of homosexual acts.  But it does not do so.
Likewise when Paul talks about same-sex relations as “beyond nature” he need not mean that the people concerned are doing something that is unnatural for them, something against their own individual human nature, as if he reckoned that by nature they must be heterosexual because everyone is.  He would be quite capable of knowing that there are people of same-sex inclination, and he still utters his far-reaching critique.  In other words, he need not mean they are simply making a lifestyle choice or indulging in something enjoyable but not natural to them.  Indeed, he is not speaking about individuals making individual choices but about a phenomenon that appears in Gentile cultures.  Nor need he be reckoning that they are acting “beyond nature” in the sense of excessively or promiscuously.  
The comparison of the scriptural treatment of chattel slavery, the subordination of women, and same-sex relationships thus does not work.  It is quite feasible to generalize the point that Jesus makes about divorce so that it applies to other aspects of relationships between men and women.  Men and women were made in God’s image together rather than women being an inferior form of humanity designed for subordination; Genesis is explicit that men’s ruling over women came about as result of human disobedience rather than as a creation intention.  Texts that require the subordination of women can therefore plausibly be seen as concessions to human sinfulness.  The same description of humanity as made in God’s image in turn combines with s description of humanity’s vocation as to serve the garden; there is no slavery or servitude in relation to one another there.  Texts in the Torah that regularize servitude are concerned to constrain it.  (Admittedly the New Testament is more positive in its attitude to slavery and does not question it in the way the Old Testament implicitly does.)  But there are no parallel indications that God’s creation ideal embraces same-sex relationships, and the portrayal of human origins in Genesis rather points in the opposite direction.  There, the centerpiece in the vision of marriage is not intimacy or relationship or romance but family.  The man and the woman will be the means and the context in which the family will grow in such as way as to serve God and serve the land.  This in itself does not exclude same-sex marriages, but it would not suggest they are an equally valid option.  The context of the Leviticus passages would suggest that Israel did in fact associate its understanding of marriage and family with a ban on same-sex relationships.  And the wording of Paul’s comments suggests that (not surprisingly) he as following Leviticus.  
It is said that the church will eventually move on the question of same-sex relationships as it has on slavery and women’s subordination.  This may well be so, but it will then be an indication that the church assimilates to the culture rather than that it has learned to read scripture better.
3 Canonical Interpretation

Another way to describe critical interpretation is to think in terms of a canon within the canon, though this is an ambiguous notion.  It can (for instance) mean the parts of scripture that a particular group takes with ultimate seriousness, the practical canon within the formal canon.  Our discussion of text and context has implicitly recognized that such an informal and possibly unconscious recognition of a canon within the canon can be a way in to understanding scripture, but needs to be a starting point rather than a stopping point.

But second, the canon within the canon can denote the material within the canon that one views as actually true and binding, over against material that reflects human misconceptions and does not feel bound to.  Alternatively, it can mean the material that provides the most profound insight, over against material that seems less profound.  We have implicitly considered these understandings in discussing critical interpretation.  

Or third, the canon within the canon can denote the material that expresses the most central or fundamental or clear insights, which provides clues to understanding other material without implying that this other material is less binding.  Canonical interpretation then reminds itself that the canon itself still is the actual canon.  Our concern is to take the whole of scripture seriously.  How do we do this in connection with same-sex relationships?
The attempt to discover what the Bible has to say about same-sex relationships involves looking to it for answers to questions it does not pose, at least in the precise form we need to ask them.  A question that might be instructively parallel to discussion of same-sex relationships is that of abortion (instructively parallel because conservative views about abortion and same-sex marriage tend to go together, though Barack Obama shows that they need not do so).  A passage of scripture that can be claimed directly to concern attitudes to be taken when someone causes a woman to abort (admittedly, it concerns when this happens accidentally) is Exodus 21:22-25.  NRSV assumes it has that significance; TNIV thinks it refers merely to causing someone to give birth prematurely.  It is thus a much fought-over passage.  And there is something unsatisfactory about seeking to give considerable weight to a much fought-over passage that even if it concerns itself with causing a miscarriage does not relate to intentional abortion.  
It is also argued that Numbers 5:12-28 concerns the procuring of an abortion, when a husband suspects that his wife is pregnant by another man, though once more the interpretation of the passage is disputed; it may or may not refer to causing the woman to miscarry.  There are other passages to which appeal is made, such as Psalm 139 and Jeremiah 1:5, though do not directly relate to abortion.  But there is something more broadly unsatisfactory about trying to resolve this question on the basis of these texts that are of unclear significance and that on any theory do not relate very directly to the question in hand.  If we are to come to a view on abortion, we have to set the question is a broader biblical-theological framework of understanding concerning matters such as what human life means, what having children means, and what family means.
More radically than is the case with abortion, the notion of same-sex marriage did not exist in scripture or in the contexts out of which scripture emerged.  One might argue that scripture is in itself neutral with regard to the question.  But the church has commonly reckoned that the idea of the scriptures being the canon implied that they offered enlightenment on issues other than ones they directly discussed.  Their discussions suggest frameworks for discussing other issues or offer paradigms for considering other issues.
The attempt to discover what the Bible has to say about same-sex relationships does involves using specific texts to an end that did not concern their authors.  Once more, within scripture and throughout church history people have not reckoned that in principle this is objectionable.  A current instance would be the use of the Bible to resource thinking about world conservation.  It is common to reckon that the way the Bible talks about God, humanity, and the world in their interrelationship has significance for the way we think about conservation, even though the questions that we face are ones that have no parallel in the world of the Bible.  The question is, how we go about making insightful and proper inferences from biblical texts?  

Similar issues are raised by the attempt to derive from Genesis 1 information on the mechanics of the process whereby the world came into existence.  In general, this misfocuses interpretation of Genesis 1 and reckons to make it the source of information that is not there.  On the other hand, “on Main Street America, evolution is often interpreted as a creation story for atheists” (Karl Giberson and Donald Yerxa, Species of Origins [Lanham, MD: Rowman, 2002], p. 58).  That is, many people who believe in the theory of evolution do so because they believe that by its nature it excludes any need for God (of course, many other people recognize that by its own nature it does not do so).  In that context, it is quite appropriate to read Genesis 1 in way that emphasizes what it says about the process whereby the world came into existence, such as the fact that God was involved, that it was systematic and organized, that it issued in a good world.  It is not inappropriate to put some emphasis on aspects of Genesis 1 that say something in response to our questions as well as to those of people such as Judeans living in Babylon in the sixth century.

The ongoing process of interpretation within scripture illustrates one dynamic about the way the community comes to interpret in a way that is insightful and proper.  The practice of tithing and the observance of the sabbath provide examples.  Through the Old Testament and at least into the Gospels, there is never any question that these are expected of people, but what they mean changes.  So tithing starts off in Genesis 14 as a recognition of achievement and a common Middle-Eastern practice, a natural human instinct.  In Genesis 28:22 it becomes in Jacob’s story a response to God’s promise, though perhaps one conveying some irony; it is a way of looking generous.  In Leviticus 27:30-33 it expresses an acknowledgment of God’s giving; people cannot claim credit for tithing and need to beware of evading its demand.  In Numbers 18:21-32 it is a means of supporting the ministry.  In Deuteronomy 14:22-29 it also benefits the needy.  In 1 Samuel 8:15-17 Samuel warns of how tithes will be claimed by the king, suggesting more irony; demanding tithes is a means of oppression.  In Amos 4:4 tithing is accompanied by self-indulgence, suggesting yet more irony; tithing a means of evading real commitment (cf. Matthew 23:23).  In Malachi 3:8-12 it becomes an index of whether people are really committed to God and therefore the decisive factor in whether they experience God’s blessing.  In many churches, it can seem to be the pastors’ favorite text, and if we presuppose that tithes much be given to one’s local church, one can see why.  Yet this means tithing is in danger of being merely a means of our paying for services rendered and for our church buildings to be kept ambient.  Instead, we might ask a different sort of question.  In light of the way God inspired the community to see so many different significances in tithing within scripture, perhaps Western Christians might tithe for the provision of nourishment, education, basic health care, and health education in the Two-Thirds world, and expect that perhaps to issue in God blessing us.  But this would radically confront the foundations of church life and imperil them (unless Christians also accepted an obligation like that which characterized the Worldwide Church of God and made a commitment to a second tithe to keep their church buildings going).

In a parallel way, the Old Testament always assumes Israel must observe the sabbath, but the significance of doing so keeps changing.  In Exodus 20:8-11 it reflects the pattern of God’s work as creator.  In Deuteronomy 5:12-15 it reflects the pattern of God’s deliverance of serfs from Egypt.  In Amos 8:4-7 it confronts the desire of merchants to make money.  In Isaiah 56:1-8, it provides people such as eunuchs and foreigners with an identity marker for commitment to the God of Israel.  In the contemporary West, we could see it as confronting the 24/7 mentality of the culture.  It thus constitutes a radical confrontation of the foundations of the culture (cf. Walter Brueggemann, Finally Comes the Poet [Minneapolis: Fortress, 1989], pp. 90-99).

Seeing the significance of scripture for our world does combines a left-brain process and a right-brain process.  The one is linear and exegetical, undertaken as an attempted exercise in objective study.  The other is imaginative and intuitive, undertaken in light of current issues and experience.  The two complement each other.  Investigating the significance of tithing or sabbath within scripture, utilizing critical and exegetical methods, is a predominantly left-brain process.  Making a leap from what is going on in the ancient text to insight for our own world is more a right-brain process that more obviously involves the Holy Spirit’s inspiration if it is to generate genuine insight.  Testing the alleged insight involves a further left-brain process utilizing critical and exegetical methods, analogous to the process for testing prophecy (of which, indeed, this is an example).  One would have to ask whether the kind of giving for the sake of the Two-Thirds World suggested above, with its possible consequence in the neglecting of church buildings and facilities, fits with the teaching of scripture as a whole.  One would likewise have to ask whether encouraging people to work less fits with the teaching of scripture as a whole.  

The question then is, do the scriptures present a trajectory in which a positive view of same-relationships has a place?  The nearest would be the attitude taken to the question who is welcomed into worship and can accepted into the community, and specifically the place of eunuchs there.  We have noted the welcome to eunuchs in Isa 56 and Jesus’ recognition of men who are eunuchs by nature.  Yet this surely falls short of an acceptance of same-sex attraction as just as natural and valid as heterosexual attraction.  
Brevard Childs considered sex in one of his earliest exercises in canonical interpretation in Biblical Theology in Crisis (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1970); indeed, in my judgment it was one of his more successful and illuminating expositions of what canonical interpretation might mean.  His study does not have same-sex relationships in mind and it is not directly significant to our present conversation, but what it shows is the possibility of a disciplined study of the various canonical resources concerning a broader topic of which such an area is a subset.  It is then capable of formulating the broader biblical-theological framework for looking at the narrower issue.  In connection with our present concern, while the notion of same-sex marriage does not occur in the scriptures, but they do include a series of passages concerning marriage, sexual relationships in general, and same-sex relationships, which came it possible to formulate a biblical theology of sex and marriage.  
A tour de force of exegesis can rule out the significance of each of the passages referring to same-sex relationships: Leviticus is really concerned with purity; Romans is really concerned with Gentile excess; the terms used in other Epistles are of disputed meaning.  But a tour de force is what it is.  At least as reasonable a reading of Leviticus understands its commands as concerned with broader questions than merely purity, Paul may not be directly concerned with the ethics of same-sex relations but his comments have implications in this area, and actually the words in the Epistles are not so uncertain in meaning.  A coherent understanding emerges from setting these passages in interrelationship, not least because sometimes they are alluding to one another.  Further, setting these various passages in the context of a broader biblical theological framework has the effect of reinforcing the traditional interpretation of the texts.  Specifically, scripture sets proper sexual expression within the context of God’s designing a lifelong exclusive heterosexual relationship as the context for bringing up children. 
To speak of interpreting scripture canonically involves some redundancy.  By definition scripture is a canon, and the church’s canon is scripture.  It is its key resource and final norm.  The question is whether we wish to let it be that in connection with the topic under discussion.

