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Sexuality and Faith: 
A faith based perspective consultation.

November 12-13, 2009
Asha Niwas, Chennai, India

Organized by:  

Concern for AIDS Research and Education Foundation (C.A.R.E) in collaboration with Center for Church and Global AIDS Denver, USA
A statement from the participants:
Seventy-two delegates representing various denominations of  the Christian church, sexual minorities, theologians and social commentators met in Chennai, India, for two days and deliberated from a faith based perspective on  sexuality and faith in the context of the Delhi high court reading down the  Section 377 of the Indian Penal Code.  At the conclusion, the delegates made the following statement.
This statement from the participants has two parts. The first part is a theological reflection on the challenges raised by the court ruling and the  second part is a list of activities to be carried out in response to it.)
(PART A)   THEOLOGICAL REFLECTIONS
 “For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.” [Paul to the people of Rome; 8: 38, 39]

We, Indian Christians, prompted by the reading down of Section 377, believe that we are called by our faith to take our place in the liberation movement for People of Different Sexual Orientations (PDSO) in India.  The Gospel of Jesus teaches us that all persons are beloved of God, created in the image of God. 

Science tells us that some people are relationally oriented to people of the same gender and some people are born in physical bodies gender incongruent with their gender self-understanding.  We do not believe God creates any of us doomed by our biology to sin or to be alone.  We appreciate the decision of the Delhi High Court, and we will work through our institutions for the human rights and dignity of all people.  

The question, “who is my neighbour?” raises a fundamental principle of Christian faith.  As a church it is imperative that we re-ask this question in the light of the rights of sexual minorities to life in all its fullness. We need to reaffirm our calling to the commandment: Love your neighbour as yourself.  In response to understanding that we are neighbours and need to respond to the needs of sexual minorities, this consultation affirms that:

· The church is an inclusive community that celebrates diversity and differences

· The church is called to speak the truth in love to grow into the fullness of Christ.
We were honored to hear the testimonies of our gay and transgendered brothers and sisters, stories of despair, anxiety, celebration and hope,  Below is a sampling of the stories presented by a panel.  As Christians we are ashamed of the stigma and isolation our churches are imposing on PDSO’s, and we are reminded of the pastoral care that is our responsibility in supporting emotional health, community stability and mature development in the Christian life.  

Our brother spoke of his confusion when he first fell in love with a man, and the desperation he felt when this partner died. He had no one to comfort him, and he continues to struggle on an ongoing basis, with his family at unexpected times asking him to change his sexual orientation.  At the request of his family, he has been subjected to multiple “exorcisms”, leaving him hurt and confused.

We listened as one of  our brother’s told the story  of counselors who had  him read the Bible in an attempt to “cure” himself. He has prayed many times asking God to change him into a “normal” guy. His own discovery and  acceptance of God’s love for him, knowing that there is nothing between him and God’s love, is a  great comfort to him. 

Many our transgendered sisters and brothers reported that going to church is traumatic, often the mocking and teasing of other church goers  leave them in tears. One woman reported that she lives alone and the toughest of times  is the loneliness that “hits her when she goes home at night.”  At Christmas time she misses her family the most. Often times she has questioned if life is worth living and thought about ending her life and the loneliness.

One of our brothers reported that he has stopped going to church because he felt no one there understood him.   He does not believe that he will get any support from fellow Christians.

The judgment of the Delhi High Court in Naz Foundation v. Union of India (2nd July, 2009) re-affirms our faith in the liberal traditions and inclusiveness of the Indian constitution.  At a time when our nation is increasingly under assault by religious and cultural intolerance and xenophobia, the Delhi High Court opinion provides a reason for celebration for all who believe in human dignity and the inherent value of every human being.
The court order affirms the individual’s right to live with dignity and privacy as an essential prerequisite for the dignity and equality of each citizen in front of the law. The court underlined the right to non-discrimination even for individuals whose values and moral code of conduct do not confirm to that of the majority population or religions. 

The Christian tradition in India is intricately linked with her commitment to health service delivery. The Court’s reiteration of the right to health must be taken as cue for us to explore how we can better accompany the PSDO’s who may now live their lives openly and with the protection of the state. The Delhi High Court’s observations on constitutional morality remind us of the need for constant review and reinterpretation of our deep moral commitment to the well being of all our neighbors.

This is the vision of a “rainbow community” of the beloved and equals. It is a historic moment for us, the Indian Church, to make a decision. We can either continue to remain an inhospitable religious club—a hostile community committing violence against PSDO’s and Trans gendered persons  or we  can become a just and inclusive rainbow community celebrating our God given diversities by welcoming our gay, lesbian and transgendered brothers and sisters into our midst to experience Christian fellowship in a deeper way.  
The God of love has called us as a community of friends and equals to be filled with God's love; to share God's unconditional love; to demonstrate God's love to others—whoever they are and whatever their background; and to declare and show by our actions that God loves all and has no prerequisites for loving all of God’s creations.

 May the God of love help us to become a Church for  those who are demonized, criminalized, and excluded. 
(PART B)    PRACTICAL ACTIVITIES

1: Challenges and potential solutions
The participants of this consultation call upon faith based communities:

a) The church must welcome the PDSO by challenging and repenting of the church’s traditional attitudes in order to practice a theology of inclusion

b) The church must treat the issues of PDSOs with respect maturity, modeling inclusion for civil society.

c) The church needs to be urgent in “defining, understanding and responding to the issues from a faith perspective by equipping itself with the current knowledge based on science.   

d) Church leaders must be prepared for this new responsibility to create awareness by way of education and training within faith communities.

e) More over, the church needs to join hands in collaboration with the social work organizations and NGOs to garner support and strength by joining in the social movement for the full rights and dignity of PDSOs

f) The Church must re-read biblical texts from the perspective of PDSOs

g) The church needs to create a PDSO sensitive liturgy.
2:  A Christian perspective on preventive counseling
Preventive counseling is preventing  anything or any harm from inside or outside the community that negates dignified life.

Preventive counseling proactively seeks out and addresses underlying dangers and prevents them by making people aware of the dangers in the context of abuse.

Preventive counseling is increasing awareness about critical states in personality development, identifying issues and experiences of depression in later childhood and adolescence

 It is about identifying emotional distress and depression in PDSOs, especially children, and assisting them to cope with it

Preventive counseling is also about preventing violence and stigmatization in the community of PDSO, preventing abuse of minors and abuse of the PDSO community, and the prevention of false information and myths about the PDSO community.

Preventive counseling also involves empowerment, including access to life skills, and access to adequate information about gender identity and sexuality.

The process of preventive counseling involves genuine efforts to help people to develop their personality with equal emphasis on intellectual, personal and spiritual development.  It is a process of encouraging the community through education and support within with the family.

The Church must demonstrate a commitment to articulate policies and programs that will protect the sexual minorities.

The concerns of sexual minorities are to be incorporated in all church related programs.
3: Christian faith based approach towards PDSO to other faiths

As in the parable of the Good Samaritan, we must see and treat everyone as our brothers and sisters, including People from Different Sexual Orientations (PDSO).
We acknowledge that our church has been biased against PDSO’s. We have oppressed and marginalized the PSDO Community within church.

We call upon the church leaders and the members of the church to re-examine our attitude towards the PDSO’s.

We call upon the government to implement non-discrimination policies for the benefit of the PDSO community.

The PDSO communities must be supported in their internal mobilization efforts.

It is essential to initiate a series of dialogues between leaders of different faiths, on all matters concerning PDSO’s.

Strengthening the work of the NGO’s among PDSO’s will hasten social change.

We will work to honor the uniqueness of individual persons among the PDSO community.
4: Can Christian institutions promote issues of PDSOs in the curriculum?

All the Christian pedagogical institutions, including seminaries must incorporate issue related to PDSO in their curriculum.
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