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Love, compassion, forgiveness – and marriage 

‘If Jesus Christ was alive today, I cannot see him, as the Christian person that he was and 
the great person that he was, saying this [same-sex marriage] could not happen. He was 
all about love and compassion and forgiveness and trying to bring people together and 
that is what the church should be about.’ (Elton John) 

Sir Elton John spoke in this Guardian interview for many people today, including many 
people in the Church in Wales. There are plenty of Church in Wales people who accept 
what Sir Elton says here (apart, one hopes, from his assumption that Jesus is not in fact 
alive today). They accept that Jesus’ message was simply about love and compassion and 
forgiveness. They might also add inclusiveness. And that being so, Jesus points us to 
opening up, at long last, the benefits of marriage (or at the very least, offering a blessing) 
for gay people in committed and faithful relationships.  How else can we be loving and 
compassionate? 

As Archbishop Barry Morgan put it in a Presidential Address to Governing Body: ‘If the 
moral aim of the gospel is to encourage love of neighbour, how can that happen when 
people are made to feel unwanted, unloved, and sinful?  How is the gospel good news for 
homosexuals?’ 
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What is marriage - Creation 

The world of thought we live in has been shaped by the Enlightenment which directed 
Western thought away from reliance on traditional authorities and towards self-discovery 
and personal experience. Contemporary disagreement about the details of sexual ethics 
can be traced back to a very fundamental disagreement about how we discover what is 
good for human beings: from the God-given structure of creation (natural theology), from 
scripture (revelation) or from individual experience? 

The Book of Common Prayer offers three positive reasons for God having given marriage 
to humanity: first, for the procreation of children; secondly, for a remedy against sin; and 
thirdly, for ‘the mutual society, help, and comfort, that the one ought to have of the 
other’. The contemporary view focuses entirely on the third reason. And there is no 
reason why people of the same sex cannot offer one another ‘mutual society, help and 
comfort’. 

But if we give attention to the first Prayer Book reason for marriage, ‘the procreation of 
children’, we realise that marriage is not merely a form of friendship. It is a relationship – 
the only relationship - ordered towards the procreation and upbringing of children 
(whether or not children do in the event issue from a particular marriage). 

Writing from a Roman Catholic view, based largely on natural theology, Girgis, Anderon 
and George have put it well: 

‘Marriage is ordered to family life because the act by which spouses make love also 
makes new life; one and the same act both seals a marriage and brings forth children. 
That is why marriage alone is the loving union of mind and body fulfilled by the 
procreation – and rearing – of whole new human beings. Relationships of two men, two 
women, or more than two, whatever their moral status, cannot be marriages because 
they lack this inherent link to procreation. Any sexual acts they involve, in addition to 
not being organic bodily unions, will not be ordered to procreation; so they will not 
embody a commitment ordered to family life: a marital commitment. Unsurprisingly, 
in the common-law tradition, only coitus (not mutual stimulation by other means, 
even between a legally wedded man and woman) has been recognised as 
consummating a marriage.’ 

It is noticeable that discussion of same-sex relationships often proceeds wholly on the 
basis of what adults want or need. The question of what best serves the needs of children 
can be sidelined, or it can be assumed that any shape of family will do equally well. 
Examples of competent same-sex ‘parents’ are sometimes held up as proof that children 
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have lost nothing (though, of course, by necessity only one same-sex ‘parent’ can be a 
child’s genetic forebear). But we have to ask to what destination we are heading if we 
follow the path of prioritising adult needs and of deliberately severing the procreating of 
children from the task of bringing them up. 

‘When generative connections become incidental or forsaken, any imperatives to care 
or connect to anyone or anything outside our impulses and beyond our lives dissolve. 
With adult needs prioritised, no norms create conditions for the children seemingly 
left exiled from kinship in ways previously unknown to human beings.’ 
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What is marriage - Scripture 

To return to Sir Elton John’s understanding of Jesus and his message: Jesus in fact gave 
clear and specific teaching on sexuality which is at variance with Sir Elton’s view. 
Particularly significant is Jesus’ response when challenged to take a stand among the 
competing points of view on divorce within Judaism (Matt 19.3-9 & Mark 10.2-12).  

This divorce saying underlines Jesus’ view, which he articulated elsewhere (Matt 5.27-8), 
that sex is to be confined to two persons of the opposite sex within marriage.  

His reason for that restriction is based on the creation narrative of Genesis 1 and 2. 
Indeed, he brings together Gen1.27 and 2.24 as the foundation and starting-point for his 
teaching on marriage and divorce. The two differentiated sexes are the absolute pre-
requisite for sexual activity and for marriage. This is why there are two partners in 
marriage: not the quality or intensity of love between two people (as emphasised in our 
post-Enlightenment culture), but the male-female bond established at creation.  

In Genesis 2 the profound need of the man for a ‘helper fit for him’ (Gen 2.20) is not met 
by any existing creature. Nor is it met by the creation of a parallel and similar creature. 
Rather it is met, and only met, by the creation of another being which shares his nature 
by being drawn from him, but which is also differentiated from him (Gen 2.23). The union 
of the two differentiated sexes is a re-union of these two parts of the human race which at 
a deep level belong together and which in consequence complement one another 
physically and also personally. All the potential for human fruitfulness is contained in 
precisely this differentiation (Gen 2.24). Jesus’ affirmation of the two becoming one flesh 
in marriage shows his insistence that the structural requirement of male and female 
partners is as necessary as the structural requirement of only two participants. If male-
male or female-female partners in this bond could do equally well, then Gen 2 would have 
to be a very different story from the story it is.  

Genesis 1 and 2 provided Jesus’ starting-point in his explanation of sexual ethics and 
marriage. On that basis also all other potential forms of sexual union are eliminated: 
whether temporary sexual unions of male and female which ignore the permanence of 
one flesh; or multiple unions which dispense with the exclusive two-fold nature of the 
creation order for humanity; or same-sex unions which disregard the essential male-
female bond. Neither Jesus’ example nor his teaching opens a door to same-sex marriage. 

 

Same-sex unions – what is at stake? 

Are same-sex unions one of those issues on which Christians can simply agree to 
disagree? Here is the answer of one Anglican clergyman who is himself same-sex 
attracted: 

‘Paul talks about homosexual practice in the context of warning his readers that the 
unrighteous will not inherit the Kingdom of God (1 Corinthians 6 v.9). In this category 
he includes those who practice homosexuality . . . To deny this truth has huge 
consequences.  A church leader who teaches that even certain kinds of homosexual 
activity are OK is actually sending people to destruction . . . In the case of homosexual 
practice, the gospel is very much at stake.’ 

Conjugal marriage of a man and a woman is the only form of sexual relationship blessed 
by God. To seek to bless any other form would be to affirm what God does not bless. 
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