
Discussing Same Sex relationships in a Christian context 

This material has come from a number of sources, most notably the BUGB pack looking at 

homosexuality which was delivered at Northern Baptist Learning Community in January and 

February 2011. Please contact minister@boultonlane.org.uk for detailed source references as these 

notes are for group use. 

Introduction 

Ground rules for the discussion 

 Respect the confidentiality of the group 

 Not judge others and their opinions 

 Allow for mistakes in speaking (we want to say that we are not setting out to offend but we 

may make mistakes) 

 Discuss and challenge ideas and not other group members personally 

 Allow for ‘thinking out loud’ 

 Respect the person enabling the group discussion 

 Will try to be open to ideas, to ourselves and to others 

 Speak only for ourselves 

 Allow other group members to keep silence 

 Not name people unless we have their explicit permission to share something that may be 

helpful for the group 

We will be looking at a divisive issue so we need to openly theologically reflect. We all have our 

opinions at this point, but those opinions must only be used as resource as we go through the 

material. If anyone comes to this determined not to change or be open to new ways of reflecting 

then now is not the time to do this. 

In keeping with a Baptist way of determining the mind of Christ we will be looking at a range of 

resources to help us in this. We will look at the issues involved, reflect on the Bible, look at what 

science brings to the table and consider personal stories. 

Ultimately we want to know how best to be Christ for all our fellow human 

companions. 

1. Illustration of the issues involved – Coronation street storyline – Sian and Sophie. 

This clip is a very good introduction to the issues. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3NjgCW9AgyA  
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2. Where are you? – A sort of quiz 

A Sort of Quiz  

The idea of this quiz is not to pigeon hole you but to help you work out where you are at and in 

which direction you are looking, and also to help you think about other people's positions as well.  

1. Some scenarios...  

a.Two blokes appear in church hand in hand: how would you respond? (possible 

supplementaries: If you had not seen them at church but in the street would you respond 

differently? What if they looked Asian or middle-eastern?)  

b.Two elderly women in your church share a house together: what do you think about that?  

c.Two elderly men in your church share a house together: what do you think about that?  

2.What do you feel/how do you respond to the following statements (remember we're not asking 

you necessarily to say whether you agree with them or not, but to say how you feel about them: do 

they make you angry? Reassured? Perplexed? Intrigued? Do you have mixed feelings?)  

a.'It is important to hate the sin but not the sinner'  

b.'If the church went all the way to embracing same sex relationship this would strengthen the 

church'  

c.'There are no moral absolutes'  

d.'Man shall not lie with man as with woman: they have done a detestable thing together and be put 

to death' (Lev 20:13) (and then try 'Woman shall not lie with woman as with man: they have done a 

detestable thing together and be put to death' (not in the bible, obviously) and' Anyone who curses 

mother or father shall be put to death' (Lev 20:9)  

e.'everyone who loves is a child of God and knows God' (l John 4:7)  

 

3. Different views held 

Different Christian views held  

1. Scripture uniformly condemns homosexual practice, both in the Old and New Testaments, 

and the Church should view it always as sinful. Some would place it in the same moral 

category as paedophilia and bestiality. To be a homosexual, whether practising or not, is in 

and of itself to be unacceptable to God, and to be excluded from the people of God.  

 

2. Scripture does not know of homosexual orientation, but it does denounce homosexual acts, 

which are always sinful, and the call must be for repentance. A celibate homosexual, 

however, is no more sinful than a celibate heterosexual, although he or she might be in 

greater need of healing and transformation, so that the possibility of a procreative marriage 



relationship becomes possible.  

 

3. Scripture does not know of a homosexual orientation, and would not condemn any person 

who is of a homosexual orientation to 'un-natural' heterosexual sex with someone of the 

opposite gender, but it does condemn other forms of homosexual expression, such as 

temple prostitution, pederasty, promiscuity or the search by heterosexuals for illicit sexual 

thrills. However, scripture does affirm the value of celibacy, for homosexual and 

heterosexual alike, and this option must be realistically promoted in a culture, which sees 

sexual fulfilment as a right and a necessity. 

  

4. What scripture everywhere affirms is covenant loyalty, and this is given its clearest 

affirmation in marriage. However, it can also be expressed in faithful, loving and 

monogamous homosexual partnerships between two people of pronounced same-sex 

orientation, and as such worthy of the blessing of the Church as an expression of God's 

purpose for human community, which is loving and committed human relationship. 

4. Bible Study 

1. Genesis 1.27-28 & Genesis 2.18-24  

So God created humankind in his image, 

   in the image of God he created them; 

   male and female he created them.  

God blessed them, and God said to them, ‘Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it; and have 

dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the air and over every living thing that moves upon 

the earth.’  

 Then the Lord God said, ‘It is not good that the man should be alone; I will make him a helper as his 

partner.’ So out of the ground the Lord God formed every animal of the field and every bird of the air, and 

brought them to the man to see what he would call them; and whatever the man called each living creature, 

that was its name. The man gave names to all cattle, and to the birds of the air, and to every animal of the 

field; but for the man there was not found a helper as his partner. So the Lord God caused a deep sleep to 

fall upon the man, and he slept; then he took one of his ribs and closed up its place with flesh. And the rib 

that the Lord God had taken from the man he made into a woman and brought her to the man. Then the 

man said, 

‘This at last is bone of my bones 

   and flesh of my flesh; 

this one shall be called Woman, 

   for out of Man this one was taken.’  

Therefore a man leaves his father and his mother and clings to his wife, and they become one flesh.  

Comment 

These passages are often appealed to in order to show that male-female relationships are natural 

and part of God's creation (and therefore by implication that other types of relationships are not). 

Additionally, Genesis 1 is sometimes used to argue that relationships need to be 'fruitful'; therefore 

procreation must be possible.  

Against this, others argue that Genesis 2 emphasises companionship more than procreation (and in 

any case, not all heterosexual couples can have children, yet can still marry).  



The passages may indicate what is most usual, but does that prohibit other forms of relationship? 

Questions 

Is procreation the only purpose of heterosexual marriage? Could any of the other purposes be 

achieved in a homosexual relationship? Is it the complementarity of male and female (including 

anatomical complementarity of the sexual organs) what it means to be made in the image of God?  

What value would you place upon companionship between single people or gay partners? There is a 

long tradition in church life of single women sharing homes for reasons of economy, safety and 

companionship. Is this in some way blessed by reference to the second creation story, and could this 

be extended to friendship between people whose sexual orientation is homosexual? 

2. Genesis 19.4-9 (see also Judges 19) 

 

But before they lay down, the men of the city, the men of Sodom, both young and old, all the people to the 

last man, surrounded the house; and they called to Lot, ‘Where are the men who came to you tonight? Bring 

them out to us, so that we may know them.’ Lot went out of the door to the men, shut the door after him, 

and said, ‘I beg you, my brothers, do not act so wickedly. Look, I have two daughters who have not known a 

man; let me bring them out to you, and do to them as you please; only do nothing to these men, for they 

have come under the shelter of my roof.’ But they replied, ‘Stand back!’ And they said, ‘This fellow came here 

as an alien, and he would play the judge! Now we will deal worse with you than with them.’ Then they 

pressed hard against the man Lot, and came near the door to break it down. 

Comment 

Why was Sodom condemned? Was it the abuse of hospitality (very important in the ancient eastern 

culture), or the violence of gang rape, or the homosexual element? Most commentators would agree 

that it is clear that violent gang rape that abuses hospitality is wrong, whether homosexual or 

heterosexual. 

 

Questions 

How might we read Genesis 19 in the light of Jesus' reference in Matthew 10.15, which places it in 

the context of hospitality, and in Jude 7, where it is the sexual misconduct which is emphasised?  

Why were these men interested only in male rape? Why did they not seek lot's daughters first? Was 

there such a culture of homosexual violence that the Scripture's revulsion is not \simply a matter of 

abuse of hospitality? 

3. Leviticus 18.22, 20.13 

You shall not lie with a male as with a woman; it is an abomination. If a man lies with a male as with a 

woman, both of them have committed an abomination; they shall be put to death; their blood is upon them. 

Comment 

These verses form part of the 'holiness' code within Leviticus, which stipulate when and how you 

might be unclean and therefore unable to come before God. Other prohibitions include wearing 

garments made from both wool and linen, and eating foods combining milk and meat. Women who 

are menstruating and people with a disability are also among those who are unclean. Why should 

these parts of the code be ignored, but the reference to homosexuality be maintained?  



The verse before Lev. 18.22 is a prohibition against the giving of children as a sacrifice to Molech (a 

pagan deity). This part of the code seems to be concerned with procreation and the sanctity of life. 

Is it the lack of procreation which is the reason for condemnation? A concern for semen not to be 

wasted in a culture with great infant mortality? And is this why there is no equivalent prohibition 

against lesbianism? However, others argue that there is a greater moral weight on these verses (and 

some others) as the punishment is death (unlike wearing mixed cloth). To consider re 20.13: if you 

take the first half of the verse seriously, do you take the second part of the verse equally seriously, 

and demand the death penalty? If not, why not? 

Questions 

 

The crux of the issue is the distinguishing between enduring moral law and culturally specific 'cultic' 

law. In what category should we put homosexual acts? Are sexual acts part of the enduring moral 

law, or only an aspect of the cultic, to be relativised with those other aspects of cultic law no longer 

adhered to?  

Sexual sins fall into both the moral law and the cultic. The Ten Commandments, for instance, 

condemn adultery. While Leviticus is concerned here with cultic law, does this mean that these 

prohibitions have no moral weight?  

Is it even legitimate to attempt to divide up Leviticus into 'moral' and 'cultic': would those to whom 

this was addressed have recognised such a distinction? 

4. The Gospels 

There are no direct, unambiguous references to homosexuality in the gospels. Jesus does defend and  

reaffirm the highest standards in marriage (and in so doing defended the women's vulnerable position 

should she be divorced by her husband). Some commentators have argued that the Roman 

centurion's servant (Luke 7.1-10; Matthew 8.5-13) may have been his homosexual lover, but this is 

highly contentious.  

 

Questions 

Do you think that homosexuals would be included in the category of the 'powerful' or the 'weak'?  

Given the way in which Jesus affirms the Law, including the Old Testament prohibition against 

homosexuality, it is reasonable to assume that were Jesus to comment upon homosexuality, it would 

be to condemn it and call for repentance, although without rejecting those found in these 

circumstances any more than he rejects the woman caught in adultery (John 8.3-11). Do you agree? 

5. 1 Corinthians 6.9 & 1 Timothy 1.10 

 

Do you not know that wrongdoers will not inherit the kingdom of God? Do not be deceived! Fornicators, 

idolaters, adulterers, male prostitutes, sodomites, 

fornicators, sodomites, slave-traders, liars, perjurers, and whatever else is contrary to the sound teaching 

 

Comment 

 

In these two lists of vices, two groups of people are condemned: malakoi and arsenokoita. The exact 



meaning of these terms is highly debated. Paul is certainly condemning a form of homosexual 

practice, but what kind?  

In the Greek culture, it was common for older (heterosexual & married) men to seek out young 

men/boys for sex. This could be with a slave, a prostitute, or just someone young. Paul would be 

well acquainted with this phenomenon from his travels. If Paul is simply condemning paedophilic male 

prostitution, then that can be accepted by all sides in the debate.  

However, some argue that Paul would also have known about other types of homosexual 

relationship and does not distinguish between any kind. Note on malakoi - the basic meaning is 'soft', 

but it came to be used as a pejorative term for 'effeminate' men, and so for the younger, 'passive' 

partner in homosexual activity. However, it is not the normal term. Note on arsenokoitai - this is 

the first appearance of the word in ancient literature. It appears to be a compound word from 'male' 

and 'intercourse'. Given its pairing in Corinthians with malakoi, the two together seem to denote the 

two roles in the most common form of homosexuality. 

Questions 

Do you think that Paul is speaking about all homosexual practice for all time, or just that expression 

of it which was current in the first century Greek world? If arsenokoita ('sleepers with men') is 

condemned by Paul because it is an exploitative relationship, how might he have distinguished 

between all homosexual relationships and those that are explicitly exploitative? Indeed would he do 

so, or does he see all homosexual relationships as inherently exploitative, and therefore to be 

rejected? If this is the case, was he correct to do so? 

6. Romans 1.26-27 

For this reason God gave them up to degrading passions. Their women exchanged natural intercourse for 

unnatural, and in the same way also the men, giving up natural intercourse with women, were consumed 

with passion for one another. Men committed shameless acts with men and received in their own persons 

the due penalty for their error. 

 

Comment 

 

The most crucial biblical passage. It is apparently a clear condemnation of both homosexual and 

lesbian practice, and for some an open and shut case for the Church viewing both as sinful and 

requiring repentance from any who practice such sexual activity.  

But... ... there are questions to be asked. Is Paul referring to cultic homosexual sexual practices in 

pagan temples, deliberately echoing Canaanite cultic prostitution condemned in the OT?  

Does his word 'exchange' refer to heterosexuals seeking homosexual sex out of increased lust and 

desire? Is this again a reference to pederasty, the predominant expression of homosexuality 

practised then?  

The context  

'Natural use' for sexual desire was about self-control.  Going 'against nature' on this reading means 

giving in to desire and losing self-control.  BUT others argue that 'against nature' here means against 

God's natural order.  



Note that in Romans 11.24, God goes 'against nature' (same words) in grafting in the gentiles into 

the Jewish 'olive tree'. Could homosexuality be another area in which God is leading the Church to 

go 'against nature'?  

Note also that some scholars believe Paul is quoting his opponents in Romans 1, only to destroy this 

argument later in the letter through emphasis on the Spirit and incorporation into Christ (see 

especially the work of Douglas Campbell).  

The purpose of Paul's argument  

In Paul's logic, the exchange of worship of God for worshipping creation is the critical failing, which 

then leads to homosexual practice as a result when God gives them up to this. It is therefore a result 

of God's judgment. But why choose homosexual activity as a proof of God's wrath (rather than 

other sins)? In Paul's culture, this example obviously spoke loudly to his audience. But does this 

argument apply at all to people who evidently are worshipping God, but engaged in a stable 

homosexual relationship? For Paul a Christian same sex relationship would not have been possible. 

However, there are many Christian same sex relationships. 

 

Questions 

 

Is Paul condemning all homosexual practice, or is he only condemning practices which even strong 

advocates for the acceptance of stable homosexual partnerships would condemn?  

Paul has a view of what is 'natural', and that excludes homosexual practice in all, or some, of its 

expressions. What would be 'natural' for someone of an overwhelmingly homosexual orientation? 

In his opening sections of Romans Paul is presenting a coherent argument that rejection of the 

Creator in favour of the creation leads to a rejection of the Creator's natural ordering of things, 

including the order of sexual relations. Do you think that the verdict that such dis-order is simply 

'out of the ordinary', or 'against the natural order'? It has been argued that such acts are 'shameful' 

but not 'sinful'. Do you think that homosexual acts are shameful because they are sinful? 

7. Acts 10.9-16 

About noon the next day, as they were on their journey and approaching the city, Peter went up on the roof 

to pray. He became hungry and wanted something to eat; and while it was being prepared, he fell into a 

trance. He saw the heaven opened and something like a large sheet coming down, being lowered to the 

ground by its four corners. In it were all kinds of four-footed creatures and reptiles and birds of the air. Then 

he heard a voice saying, ‘Get up, Peter; kill and eat.’ But Peter said, ‘By no means, Lord; for I have never 

eaten anything that is profane or unclean.’ The voice said to him again, a second time, ‘What God has made 

clean, you must not call profane.’ This happened three times, and the thing was suddenly taken up to 

heaven. 

Comment 

 

Peter is sent a vision from God, that what God has made clean, we should not call unclean. Peter 

goes on to apply this, not to what food to eat, but to including people who scripturally were unclean 

- the gentiles - without requiring them to become 'clean' through circumcision. Similar processes can 

perhaps be seen in Mark 7, where all foods are declared clean by Jesus, and then the Syro-

phonoecian woman has her daughter healed by Jesus.  



Are gay and lesbian people the 'unclean gentiles' today, who God is declaring clean? 

5. What science brings to the table 

Most of the science concerning sexual orientation is inconclusive, so we need to do our homework 

primarily to be informed about the arguments. 

We need to be able to draw on information that will help us to gauge what is worth giving a serious 

hearing, so that we can gently offer our own opinions on the basis of careful prior study and 

reflection. 

Important points to note: 

 Science provides information on how something works, but that in itself does not change 

opinions. 

 The science we do use has to have been accepted by the majority of the wider scientific 

community. 

 Investigations into whether something is ‘natural’ is a poor question. If it happens then it is 

natural, what we’re actually after is a value judgement. 

Where do science and sex potentially meet? 

 In biology, biochemistry and the study of genes  

 In psychology, the study of the human brain and models of human development  

 In sociology, education and the formation of persons in community 

Biology and Genes  

 Is homosexual orientation exclusive to the human species?  

 Does homosexual orientation have any evolutionary purpose?  

 Is it possible to isolate a 'gay gene?  

 

In response to the first point, homosexual behaviour is found amongst social birds and mammals, 

particularly the sea mammals and primates. Animal sexual behaviour takes many different forms, 

even within the same species and the motivations for and implications of their behaviours have yet 

to be fully understood. Bruce Bagemihl's research shows that homosexual behaviour, not necessarily 

sex, has been observed in close to 1500 species, ranging from primates to gut worms, and is well 

documented for 500 of them. A famous example is Roy and Silo, two Central Park Zoo male 

Chinstrap Penguins who became internationally known when they coupled and were later given an 

egg that needed hatching and care, which they successfully did. See appendix for detailed 

information on this question. 

As indicated by Bagemihl’s research, evolutionary purpose is an area that still requires investigation 

and understanding. One evolutionary advantage is that homosexual animals become carers for failed 

heterosexual parenting or offspring as exemplified by Roy and Silo. Male flour beetles are believed by 

scientists to engage in gay sex to practice mating and to rid themselves of "old, less effective" sperm. 

There was much debate over whether there was a ‘gay gene’. The main point of this research was 

towards a value judgement that if being gay was inherited the same way as skin or eye colour then 

that would help bring an end to prejudice towards gay people (though proof of skin colour’s genetic 



inheritance has not ended racism). However, human beings are complex and many of our 

characteristics are not so straightforwardly inherited as skin and eye colour. Research to date shows 

this to be the case. Clinton Anderson, the director of the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender 

Concerns Office of the American Psychological Association says “There is substantial evidence of 

various connections between genes, brain, hormones and sexual identity,” he said. “But those do not 

amount to a simple picture that A leads to B.”  

Psychology  

 What is the influence of parenting and early sexual experience on orientation?  

 Has study of the human brain provided any clues in determining orientation?  

Sociology and Education 
 

 Can homosexual orientation be 'taught'? 
 What is the significance of occasion homosexual relationships within an otherwise 

predominantly heterosexual life?  
 

These psychological and sociological questions have not identified a golden bullet as to why anyone 
is gay all or part of their lives. The answer at present is that homosexuality is attributable to a 
combination of psychological, social, and biological factors.  
 
"[M]any scientists share the view that sexual orientation is shaped for most people at an early age through 

complex interactions of biological, psychological and social factors." From the American Psychological 

Association 

"At this point, the most widely held opinion [on causation of homosexuality] is that multiple factors play a 

role." From "Gay Brain" Researcher Simon LeVay. 

"Any human behavior is going to be the result of complex intermingling of genetics and environment. It would 

be astonishing if it were not true for homosexuality."  From Dennis McFadden, University of Texas 

neuroscientist. 

"I know of no one in the field who argues that homosexuality can be explained without reference to 

environmental factors." From Sociologist Steven Goldberg 

 

Source: http://www.narth.com/docs/istheregene.html  

 

HIV and AIDS (see appendix for detailed information) 

Since the early 1980s when HIV and AIDS reached the media there has been much prejudice and 

stigma surrounding it. HIV was seen as a gay man’s disease that was brought to the world through 

their unnatural sexual practices. Some Christians believe it is God’s punishment for being gay. 

The scientific research on the origin of HIV paints a different picture. The absolute origin of HIV is 

now accepted as being a direct descendant of a Simian Immunodeficiency Virus (SIV) found in African 

Chimpanzees. How it crossed over to humans has a number of theories but the one most widely 

accepted is the ‘bushmeat’ theory. This is where hunters killed chimpanzees for meat and the 

resulting blood came into contact with open wounds and the virus transferred itself. Closely related 

is the ‘Colonialism’ theory, where during the harsh years of colonial rule, Africans would kill sick 

chimpanzees and the virus would have crossed over in the same way as the bushmeat theory. A 

http://www.apa.org/
http://www.narth.com/docs/istheregene.html


further related theory was the repeated use of syringes for vaccinations. Here, hunters that had 

been infected via the bushmeat method unknowingly spread the virus when they were injected and 

the needle used again. A less accepted theory is that a polio vaccine which was cultivated from 

chimpanzee kidneys provided the means. Finally, some believe HIV was manufactured as part of a 

biological warfare programme, designed to wipe out large numbers of black and homosexual people. 

This theory has no evidence and is unable to dispute the clear evidence of the SIV link. 

The AIDS epidemic 

Small numbers of people had been infected for many decades. There are confirmed cases going back 

to the late 1950s. So why did the virus suddenly appear in large numbers of gay people in the 1980s? 

The gay sexual revolution of the late 70s and early 80s certainly played a large part in taking the virus 

worldwide. People could travel easily and promiscuous unprotected sex caused its rapid spread. It 

then spread further through blood transfusions and syringe use amongst drug users 

6. Stories 

The crux of the matter is nearly always meeting with people. When we meet people who say they 

have always and only been aroused by same-sex experiences, we need to understand rather than 

condemn. 

1. YouTube clip from a gay minister – Rev Mel White. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=321hmWcvaRk  

What do you feel about his story and current position and viewpoint? 

2. More stories. After reading each of the following, ask yourself:  

 How do I feel about this situation?  

 What pastoral issues are raised here?  

 What would be my response? 

STEPHEN 

Stephen came to faith in his early forties through the influence of a colleague at his work. During his 

baptismal classes he told his pastor that he was gay. Initially he found the pastor very supportive. It 

was made clear to him that he must from now on lead a celibate lifestyle. Stephen was happy to go 

along with this. He felt accepted by God and the significant people in the church he had told about 

his sexual orientation. At the church meeting at which his application for membership was discussed 

there was a long and heated debate. Many church members struggled with the idea of admitting a gay 

man to membership, but were reassured by his intention to remain celibate from now on. So 

Stephen became a church member.  

He was encouraged to give up seeing his gay friends, whom he tended to meet on the gay scene at 

bars and clubs. The pastor thought they would be a bad influence, and that Stephen would soon be 

led back into being sexually active again. Stephen felt not trusted. He wanted to carry on seeing the 

friends he'd known for years, and most especially he wanted to share his newfound faith with them. 

His desire to witness to his gay friends became a source of tension between himself and other 

members of the church  

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=321hmWcvaRk


Mavis (50) and Tony (51)  

A minister new to the church visited Mavis and Tony in their own home for the first time. They 

shared with him that they had been married for 26 years and had 3 young adult children now living 

independently. They had grown up together at the same church and had been good friends before 

they became a couple. Despite a long and in many ways successful marriage they had experienced a 

lot of difficulty with their sexual relationship which was now non-existent. Tony explained that he 

felt strongly attracted to men and though he loved Mavis greatly he regarded her as his best friend 

rather than a lover. As a teenager, Tony had struggled with his sense of attraction to men. He had 

asked for help and been told by several experienced older Christians that this was just a phase and 

that the best thing for him would be to get married. However, marriage had made no difference to 

his feelings towards men though he had always been faithful to his wife. On her suggestion, a few 

years ago, they had been to see a psychosexual therapist for help with Tony's lack of sexual desire 

for Mavis. Having some sexual counselling had helped them both to understand Tony's sexual 

orientation and to find a way of maintaining their marriage without a sexual component. Both felt 

they should be open with their new minister. They had net felt able to tell their previous minister. 

Tony revealed that he had just been asked to stand as a deacon in the forthcoming election.  

Diane (34)  

Diane was the youngest child in her family, having 4 older brothers. As a teenager she had never 

been able to get enthused by the 'boy talk' school friends found so important. In her late teens she'd 

had one or two short relationships with men but had never found herself really in love or feeling 

sexual desire. Diane trained as a nurse and became a Christian during her training. After some years 

experience she became aware of a sense of call to serve overseas. A couple at her church were very 

supportive and she grew close to both partners. Mark, the husband, worked away from home so 

Diane spent more time with Lisa, the wife. Once when Mark was away Lisa told Diane that she was 

really unhappy about the sexual part of the marriage. She broke down in sobs. Diane tried to 

comfort her but she too was feeling very vulnerable as she had slowly become aware that of her 

own strong feelings for Lisa. The two women moved on to have a sexual relationship with each 

other. This blew Diane's mind, as she felt very confused about her own sexual identity and guilty not 

only about becoming sexually active with another woman but also because her partner was a 

married woman. Eventually she sought counselling. In the first instance this helped her to stand back 

from what had happened between herself and Lisa and secondly to begin to deal with her feelings 

about her relationship with both Mark and Lisa. Coming to terms with her sexual orientation as a 

lesbian woman was a long journey for Diane as she struggled to overcome all the prejudices she had 

absorbed over the years about homosexuality. Then there were decisions to make as to whether 

she should seek a relationship, and implications to consider about her missionary call.  

 Adrian 

Adrian has been the minister of a Baptist church for the past nine months. When searching for a 

new minister, the diaconate had been impressed by Adrian's profile but one or two of them had 

commented on the fact that at the age of 35 he was still single. He was questioned about being single 

in his interview. Adrian responded thoughtfully to questions about where he would draw his support 

from, indicating that he had a wide range of friends, was well-organised and able to look after 

himself. On his arrival at the church, Adrian moved into the spacious manse, commenting that he 

would rattle around in it on his own! After about four months he informed the deacons that he now 

had a friend, Greg, lodging with him. There was plenty of space for Greg, and of course his 



contribution would help pay the bills. Greg did not attend church but was always friendly helpful if he 

happened to answer the phone at the manse or be around when the deacons went there for 

meetings. Some people started to get the impression that Greg was more than just a lodger, and 

shared their concerns with the church secretary. Discussing holidays, Adrian told the church 

secretary that he and Greg were going to Greece for a fortnight. The secretary was feeling 

increasingly uncomfortable. She asked Adrian whether Greg had plans to move on soon or whether 

he would be staying in the manse indefinitely. Adrian seemed very surprised at the question, and was 

very much taken aback when the secretary revealed that people were talking about his relationship 

with Greg. 

Peter 

Seventeen year old Peter had grown up through the Sunday School at his local Baptist church and 

was now a member of the youth group. He attended church fairly regularly though his family came 

only occasionally. Close friendships had formed in the group of which Peter was a member. Some of 

the young people had found boy or girlfriends. At a summer barbecue for the youth group one of 

the girls, Sharon, hung around Peter and made it clear she liked him. Peter looked increasingly 

uncomfortable and the minister noticed. Later, when people were clearing up, Peter asked if he 

could have a word with him. Peter revealed that from the age of six or seven he had realised that 

there was something different about himself compared to other boys he knew. Though he enjoyed 

the company of girls and liked having them as friends, he had always felt drawn to boys. By his early 

teens Peter had come to the conclusion that he was most probably gay. He felt very anxious and 

confused. So far he had confided in no one. At home his mother was always asking him when he was 

going to get a girlfriend. At school he heard alot of 'anti-gay' remarks and jokes, and at church he'd 

somehow got the impression that homosexuality was a sin. He had reached the point where he had 

to talk to someone. That evening dealing with Sharon's attention had been very difficult for him - he 

didn't want to hurt her feelings but was in no way attracted to her. Peter asked whether God would 

accept him if he came out as a homosexual person. For some time now he had thought about being 

baptised but was scared to ask in case the answer was 'no' . 

 

Tina 

Tina recently attended an Alpha course run by her local Baptist church. She received an invitation to 

the course at the parent and toddler group to which she brought her son Jake. The toddler group 

leaders had assumed she was a single parent and were pleased to welcome her and 18 month old 

Jake. When asked how she would manage for baby sitters during Alpha sessions, Tina said there was 

no need to worry as her partner would babysit. Several sessions into the course Tina shared with 

the group that she was gay and living with her partner Suzie. She had become pregnant with Jake 

after IVF treatment. Tina and Suzie both regarded themselves as Jake's parents; Suzie supported the 

family financially whilst Tina stayed at home to look after Jake. Towards the end of the Alpha course, 

Tina seemed close to making commitment. The minister felt it was time to visit her at home and 

arranged to go one evening when Suzie would also be at home. Both women were very welcoming. 

Tina asked him if he would dedicate the baby. Now that she wanted to give her life to God, she had 

talked to Suzie and they would both also like a service of blessing on their relationship. Did the 

Baptist church do that?  

3. I’m Christian unless you’re gay  

Read the following blog and note your thoughts and reactions 



http://www.danoah.com/2011/11/im-christian-unless-youre-gay.html  

Today I want to write about something that has bothered me for the better part of a decade. I’ve 

carved out no fewer than a dozen drafts of this post, all strangely unalike, all ultimately failing to 

accomplish the job I’ve set out to do. Truth is, I’ve been trying to write it off and on for more than a 

year now, and the right words have been seemingly impossible to come by. 

In the end, and in order to post it, I guess I had to care more about the message than I do about 

potential backlash. I’m not being facetious when I say that I hope I can get this message across 

without offending… well… everybody. 

What I really hope is that this post will spark and encourage poignant and worthwhile discussion that 

will lead to some poignant and worthwhile changes in the lives of at least a few people who are 

hurting. 

That being said, I believe some strong words need to be said today. 

“God hates fags.” We’ve all seen the signs being waved high in the air by members of the Westboro 

Baptist church. On TV. In real life. It’s hard not to take notice. 

Over the years, I’ve watched seemingly never-ending disgustingness and hatred spill across the media 

airwaves from those who belong to the organization. For those who don’t know much about that 

“church,” they have made a seedy name for themselves by doing drastic things like picketing beneath 

atrocious signs and hosting flagrant anti-gay protests at military funerals. 

Almost every person of nearly every religion has no problem loathing and condemning the 

Westboro Baptist Church and its members, and perhaps with reason. They take freedom of speech 

far beyond what our founding fathers intended when they fought to give us that right, and they laugh 

at the rest of the world while they do. 

But today I don’t want to talk about those idiots. I want to talk about you. And me. 

And my friend who I’ll call Jacob. 

Jacob is 27  years old, and guess what… he’s gay. 

Not a lot of people know. He lives in a community where being gay is still very “frowned upon.” 

I was talking to him on the phone a few weeks ago, telling him about my failed attempts to write this 

post. He was trying to hold his emotions in, but he eventually became tearful as we deliberated the 

very problem that this post attempts to discuss. 

Before I go on, I feel I must say something one time. Today’s post is not about homosexuality. It’s 

not about Christians. It’s not about religion. It’s not about politics. It’s about something else 

altogether. Something greater. Something simpler. 

It’s about love. 

It’s about kindness. 

It’s about friendship 

And love, kindness, and friendship are three things that Jacob hasn’t felt in a long time. 
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I’m thankful he gave me permission to share our conversation with you. It went something like this. 

“Jacob, I honestly don’t know how to write it,” I said. “I know what I want to get across, but I can 

never find the right words.” 

“Dan, you need to write it. Don’t give up. I’m telling you, it needs to be said.” 

I paused. “You don’t understand. It’s too heated a subject. It’s something people are very emotional 

and touchy about. I’d be lynched.” 

My friend hesitated. “Dan, you are the only friend I have that knows I’m gay. The only freaking one,” 

he said. 

“What do you mean? I know you’ve told other friends.” 

That’s when his voice cracked. He began crying. 

“Every single person I’ve told has ditched me. They just disappear. They stop calling. They remove 

me on Facebook. They’re just gone,” he said. “They can’t handle knowing and being friends with a 

gay person.” 

I didn’t know what to say. So I didn’t say anything. 

“You don’t know what it’s like, man. You don’t know what it’s like to live here and be gay. You don’t 

know what it’s like to have freaking nobody. You don’t know what it’s like to have your own parents 

hate you and try and cover up your existence. I didn’t choose this. I didn’t want this. And I’m so 

tired of people hating me for it. I can’t take it anymore. I just can’t.” 

How do you respond to that? 

I wanted to tell him it was all in his head. I knew it wasn’t. I wanted to tell him it would get better 

and easier. The words would have been hollow and without conviction, and I knew it. 

You see, I live in this community too. And I’ve heard the hate. I’ve heard the disgust. I’ve heard the 

disdain. I’ve heard the gossip. I’ve heard the distrust. I’ve heard the anger. I’ve heard it all, and I’ve 

heard it tucked and disguised neatly beneath a wrapper of self-righteousness and a blanket of 

“caring” or “religious” words. I’ve heard it more times than I care to number. 

About gay people. 

About people who dress differently. 

About people who act differently. 

About fat people. 

About people with drug addictions. 

About people who smoke. 

About people with addictions to alcohol. 

About people with eating disorders. 



About people who fall away from their faiths. 

About people who aren’t members of the dominant local religion. 

About people who have non-traditional piercings. 

About people who just look at you or me the wrong way. 

I’ve heard it, and I’ve heard it over, and over, and over again. 

Hell, in the past (and to some degree in the present) I participated in it. I propagated it. I smugly 

took part in it. I’ll admit that. 

And I did so under the blanketing term “Christian.” I did so believing that my actions were somehow 

justified because of my beliefs at the time. I did so, actually believing that such appointments were 

done out of… love. 

This isn’t just a Utah phenomenon. I’ve lived outside of this place. I’ve worked outside of this place. 

It was just as bad in Denver. It was just as bad in California. I see it on blogs. I hear it on television 

shows and radio programs. I hear it around my own family’s dinner table from time to time. Usually 

said so passively, so sneakily, and so “righteously.” 

From Christians. 

From Buddhists. 

From Hindus. 

From Muslims. 

From Jews. 

“God hates fags.” “God hates addicts.” “God hates people who shop at Salvation Army.” “God hates 

people that aren’t just like me.” 

People may not be holding up picket signs and marching around in front of television cameras but… 

come on. Why is it that so many incredible people who have certain struggles, problems, or their 

own beliefs of what is right and wrong feel so hated? Why do they feel so judged? Why do they feel 

so… loathed? What undeniable truth must we all eventually admit to ourselves when such is the 

case? 

Now, I’m not religious. I’m also not gay. But I’ll tell you right now that I’ve sought out religion. I’ve 

looked for what I believe truth to be. For years I studied, trying to find “it”. Every major religion had 

good selling points. Every major religion, if I rewound far enough, had some pretty incredible base 

teachings from some pretty incredible individuals. 

Check this out, and feel free to correct me if I get this wrong… 

According to Christians, Jesus taught a couple of interesting things. First, “love one another.” 

Second, “He that is without sin among you, let him first cast a stone at her.” (“Her” being a woman 

who cheated on her man.) 



According to Buddhists, Buddha taught a couple of thought-provoking things. First, “Hatred does not 

cease by hatred, but only by love; this is the eternal rule.” Second, “Holding on to anger is like 

grasping a hot coal with the intent of throwing it at someone else; you are the one who gets 

burned.” 

According to Hindus, a couple of fascinating teachings come to mind. First, “Do not get angry or 

harm any living creature, but be compassionate and gentle; show good will to all.” (Krishna) Second, 

“Love means giving selflessly, excluding none and including all.” (Rama) 

According to Muslims, Muhammad taught a couple interesting things as well. First, “A true Muslim is 

the one who does not defame or abuse others; but the truly righteous becomes a refuge for 

humankind, their lives and their properties.” Second, “Do you love your creator? Love your fellow-

beings first.” 

According to Judaism, their scriptures teach a couple remarkable things. First, “Love your neighbor 

like yourself.” Second, “Examine the contents, not the bottle.” 

The greatest spiritual leaders in history have all preached love for others as the basis for all 

happiness, and never did they accompany such mandates with a list of unlovable actions or deeds. 

They never said, love everybody except for the gays. Love everybody except for the homeless. Love 

everybody except for the drug users. Love everybody except for the gang members, or those 

covered in ink, or the spouse abusers. They didn’t tell us it was okay to love everybody with the 

exception of the “trailer trash,” those living in poverty, or the illegal immigrants. They didn’t tell us it 

was okay to love everybody except for our ex-lovers, our lovers’ ex lovers, or our ex-lovers’ lovers. 

The mandate was pretty damn clear, wasn’t it? 

Love others. 

Period. 

So if this is the founding directive of all the major religions… why is it that sometimes the most 

“Christlike” people are they who have no religion at all? 

Let me repeat that. 

Why is it that sometimes the most Christlike people are they who have no religion at all? 

I have known a lot of people in my life, and I can tell you this… Some of the ones who understood 

love better than anyone else were those who the rest of the world had long before measured as lost 

or gone. Some of the people who were able to look at the dirtiest, the poorest, the gays, the 

straights, the drug users, those in recovery, the basest of sinners, and those who were just… plain… 

different… 

They were able to look at them all and only see strength. Beauty. Potential. Hope. 

And if we boil it down, isn’t that what love actually is? 

Don’t get me wrong. I know a lot of incredible Christians, too. I know some incredible Buddhists 

and Muslims and Hindus and Jews.  I know a lot of amazing people, devout in their various religions, 

who truly love the people around them. 



I also know some atheist, agnostic, or religionless people who are absolutely hateful of believers. 

They loathe their religious counterparts. They love only those who believe (or don’t believe) the 

same things they do. 

In truth, having a religion doesn’t make a person love or not love others. It doesn’t make a person 

accept or not accept others. It doesn’t make a person befriend or not befriend others. 

Being without a religion doesn’t make somebody do or be any of that either. 

No, what makes somebody love, accept, and befriend their fellow man is letting go of a need to be 

better than others. 

Nothing else. 

I know there are many here who believe that living a homosexual life is a sin. 

Okay. 

But, what does that have to do with love? 

I repeat… what does that have to do with love? 

Come on. Don’t we understand? Don’t we get it? To put our arm around someone who is gay, 

someone who has an addiction, somebody who lives a different lifestyle, someone who is not what 

we think they should be… doing that has nothing to do with enabling them or accepting what they 

do as okay by us. It has nothing to do with encouraging them in their practice of what you or I might 

feel or believe is wrong vs right. 

It has everything to do with being a good human being. A good person. A good friend. 

That’s all. 

To put our arm around somebody who is different. Why is that so hard? 

I’m not here to say homosexuality is a sin or isn’t a sin. To be honest, I don’t give a rip. I don’t care. 

I’m not here to debate whether or not it’s natural or genetic. Again, I… don’t… care. Those debates 

hold no encumbrance for me. 

What I care about is the need so many of us have to shun and loathe others. The need so many of 

us have to feel better or superior to others. The need some of us have to declare ourselves right 

and “perfect” all the freaking time and any chance we have. 

And for some of us, these are very real needs. 

But I will tell you this. All it really is… All any of it really is… is bullying. 

Sneaky, hurtful, duplicitous, bullying. 

Well, guess what. 

There are things we all do or believe that other people consider “sinful.” There are things we all do 

or believe that other people consider “wrong.” There are things we all do or believe that other 

people would be disgusted or angered by. 



“Yes, but I have the truth!” most people will adamantly declare. 

Okay. 

Whether you do or not… 

I promise you it doesn’t matter what you believe, how strongly you live your beliefs, or how true 

your beliefs are. Somebody else, somewhere, thinks you are in the wrong. Somebody else, 

somewhere, thinks your beliefs are senseless or illogical. Somebody else, somewhere, thinks you 

have it all wrong. In fact, there are a lot of people in this world who do. 

We each understand that. We already know that. It’s the world we live in and we’re not naïve. 

We’re not stupid. We get it. 

Yet, we expect and want love anyway. We expect and want understanding. We expect and want 

tolerance. We expect and want humanity. We expect and want respect for our beliefs, even from 

those who don’t believe the same things we do. Even from those who think we’re wrong, unwise, or 

incorrect. 

We expect all of that from the people who disagree with us and who disagree with our lifestyles and 

beliefs because, let’s be honest, nothing we do is actually bad enough to be worthy of disgust, anger, 

hatred, or cold-shouldering. Right? None of the ways in which we live our lives would warrant such 

behavior. Right? None of our beliefs are worthy of ugly disdain from others. 

Right? 

No, we’re all… perfect. Freaking, amazingly, impossibly… perfect. 

But the gays… well, shoot. 

[sigh] 

You know what I think? 

Let this sink in for a minute… 

I think it doesn’t matter if you or I or anybody else thinks homosexuality is a sin. It doesn’t matter if 

you or I think anything is a sin. It doesn’t matter if homosexuality is a sin or not. In fact, it doesn’t 

matter if anything anybody else does is a sin or not. 

Because sin is a very personal thing! It always has been and it always will be! 

And it has nothing to do with love. 

Absolutely nothing. 

Disparity and difference have nothing to do with love. 

We shouldn’t choose who we will love and who we won’t. 

“I’m Christian, unless you’re gay.” 

That’s the message we’re sending, you know. 



“I’m Christian, unless I’m hotter than you.” 

“I’m Christian, unless I’m uglier than you.” 

“I’m Christian, unless I found out you cheated on your income taxes.” 

“I’m Christian, unless you cut me off in traffic.” 

“I’m Christian, unless you fall in love with the person I once fell in love with.” 

“I’m Christian, unless you’re that guy who smells like crap on the subway.” 

“I’m Christian, unless you’re of a different religion.” 

“Oh, but you’re not gay? You’re clean, and well dressed, and you have a job? You look the way I 

think you should look? You act the way I think you should act? You believe the things I think you 

should believe? Then I’m definitely a Christian. To you, today, I’m a Christian. You’ve earned it.” 

I bet you’ve heard that message coming from others. Maybe you’ve given that message to others. 

Either way, I hope we all can agree that we mustn’t live that message. We just shouldn’t. 

But many of us do. 

And we do it all the time. 

For some of us, it might as well be tattooed across our necks and foreheads. 

Maybe not in those words, but the message is clear to those who hear and are listening. It’s clear to 

those who are watching and seeing. 

The message has been very clear to my friend Jacob. 

“Every single person I’ve told has ditched me. They just disappear. They stop calling. They remove 

me on Facebook. They’re just gone. They can’t handle knowing and being friends with a gay person.” 

“You don’t know what it’s like, man. You don’t know what it’s like to live here and be gay. You don’t 

know what it’s like to have freaking nobody. You don’t know what it’s like to have your own parents 

hate you and try and cover up your existence. I didn’t choose this. I didn’t want this. And I’m so 

tired of people hating me for it. I can’t take it anymore. I just can’t.” 

Jacob is a dear friend. He’s my brother. He’s a damn good human being. He’s absolutely incredible. 

He’s also gay. 

But why does that make any difference at all? 

It doesn’t. Not to me. 

And I wish with everything inside of me that it didn’t make any difference to others. I wish we didn’t 

all have to find ways that we’re better than others or more holy and saintly than others in order to 

feel better about our own messy selves. I wish people wouldn’t cluster entire groups of people 

together and declare the whole lot unworthy of any love and respect. 



But that is the point of such thinking and action, isn’t it? I mean, it’s simpler that way. It makes it 

easier for us to justify our thoughts, words, and prejudices that way. 

All these people become clumped together. And in the process, they all somehow become less than 

human. 

They become unworthy of our love. 

And what a great thing it is when that happens, right? I mean, it helps us to free ourselves from the 

very directives that have been passed down for millennia from the greatest teachers and 

philosophers in history. It makes our rationalization for hatred, bigotry, and abhorrence so easily 

justifiable; so maskable. 

So right. 

It gives us the golden chance to look at ourselves and not be disgusted by what the glass reflects 

back at us. 

Then, sadly and ultimately, it pushes us to that point where we no longer have any sort of arm to 

put around others at all. We no longer have a hand to offer our fellow human beings. We no longer 

have a need to. 

And why would we? 

Why the hell should we? 

Unless, of course, we actually want to live what we all so often claim that we “believe.” 

My dear friends… 

This has to stop. We have to put our ugly picket signs down. We have to be the examples that help 

make it happen in our own lives and in the lives of the people that surround us. 

We have to be that voice. We each must be that voice. 

We must tell others that we will not accept or listen to such hurtful and hateful sentiments. 

We must show love where love right now doesn’t exist. 

Will you please join me? 

My request today is simple. Today. Tomorrow. Next week. Find somebody, anybody, that’s different 

than you. Somebody that has made you feel ill-will or even [gulp...] hateful. Somebody whose life 

decisions have made you uncomfortable. Somebody who practices a different religion than you do. 

Somebody who has been lost to addiction. Somebody with a criminal past. Somebody who dresses 

“below” you. Somebody with disabilities. Somebody who lives an alternative lifestyle. Somebody 

without a home. 

Somebody that you, until now, would always avoid, always look down on, and always be disgusted 

by. 

Reach your arm out and put it around them. 



And then, tell them they’re all right. Tell them they have a friend. Tell them you love them. 

If you or I wanna make a change in this world, that’s where we’re gonna be able to do it. That’s 

where we’ll start. 

Every. Single. Time. 

Because what you’ll find, and I promise you this, is that the more you put your arm around those 

that you might naturally look down on, the more you will love yourself. And the more you love 

yourself, the less need you’ll ever have to find fault or be better than others.  And the less we all find 

fault or have a need to be better than others, the quicker this world becomes a far better place to 

live. 

And don’t we all want to live in a better world? Don’t we all want our kids to grow up in a better, 

less hateful, more beautiful world? 

I know I do. 

So let’s be that voice. Let’s offer that arm to others. Because, the honest truth is… there’s gonna 

come a day when you or I are going to need that same courtesy. There’s going to come a day that 

we are desperate for that same arm to be put around us. We’ll be desperate for that same 

friendship. We’ll be desperate for that same love. 

Life will make sure of it. For you. For me. For everyone. 

It always does because… as it turns out… there’s not a damn person on earth who’s perfect. 

Dan Pearce, Single Dad Laughing 

PS. I would love your comments and thoughts today. More than anything, I’d really like to hear 

people’s individual struggles. I’d like to hear your struggles. I believe that everybody will benefit as 

we all share that which hurts us and haunts us. 

When have you seen or experienced this? What effects has it had in your life or the lives of others 

that are close to you? Have you ever seen positive results as people become more loving toward 

those who are different? How have you felt along the way? 

There are those who have struggled because they have been on the receiving end of it. And there 

are those who have struggled as they work to overcome it. I’ve grappled on both sides. 

This message is so important to me; among the most important that this faulted blogger has ever 

written and because of that I have no hesitation asking you to share it. If it’s important to you, too, 

please share it. If you believe its message needs to be spread, please share it. Use your voice for that 

which it was meant. 

Use your voice to embolden the world. Use your voice to say, “enough is enough.” Use your voice 

to stand up and declare that there is no other way besides love. 

With all my heart. Please. 

 

 



 

Appendix 

Detailed information on homosexuality in the animal world.  

From: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_animals_displaying_homosexual_behavior. Wikipedia is 

not in itself a good academic source, however this post points to a significant piece of research by 

Bruce Bagemihl which can be researched further. 

This list includes mammals for which there is documented evidence of homosexual or 

transgender behavior of one or more of the following kinds: sex, courtship, affection, pair 

bonding, or parenting, as noted in researcher and author Bruce Bagemihl's 1999 book Biological 

Exuberance: Animal Homosexuality and Natural Diversity. 

Bagemihl writes that the presence of same-sex sexual behavior was not 'officially' observed on a 

large scale until the 1990s due to possible observer bias caused by social attitudes towards LGBT 

people making the homosexual theme taboo.[3][4] Bagemihl devotes three chapters; Two Hundred 

Years at Looking at Homosexual Wildlife, Explaining (Away) Animal Homosexuality and Not For Breeding 

Only in his 1999 book Biological Exuberance to the "documentation of systematic prejudices" where he 

notes "the present ignorance of biology lies precisely in its single-minded attempt to find reproductive 

(or other) "explanations" for homosexuality, transgender, and non-procreative and alternative 

heterosexualities.[5] Petter Bøckman, academic adviser for the Against Nature? exhibit stated "[M]any 

researchers have described homosexuality as something altogether different from sex. They must 

realise that animals can have sex with who they will, when they will and without consideration to a 

researcher's ethical principles". Homosexual behavior is found amongst social birds and mammals, 

particularly the sea mammals and the primates.[4] Animal sexual behavior takes many different forms, 

even within the same species and the motivations for and implications of their behaviors have yet to 

be fully understood. Bagemihl's research shows that homosexual behavior, not necessarily sex, has 

been observed in close to 1500 species, ranging from primates to gut worms, and is well 

documented for 500 of them.[6][7] Homosexuality in animals is seen as controversial by social 

conservatives because it asserts the naturalness of homosexuality in humans, while others counter 

that it has no implications and is nonsensical to equate animal behavior to morality.[8][9] Animal 

preference and motivation is always inferred from behavior. Thus homosexual behavior has been 

given a number of terms over the years. The correct usage of the term homosexual is that an animal 

exhibits homosexual behavior, however this article conforms to the usage by modern 

research[10][11][12][13] applying the term homosexuality to all sexual behavior (copulation, genital 

stimulation, mating games and sexual display behavior) between animals of the same sex. 

Origin of HIV (http://www.avert.org/origin-aids-hiv ) 

 
What type of virus is HIV?  

HIV is a lentivirus, and like all viruses of this type, it attacks the immune system. Lentiviruses are in 

turn part of a larger group of viruses known as retroviruses. The name 'lentivirus' literally means 

'slow virus' because they take such a long time to produce any adverse effects in the body. They 

have been found in a number of different animals, including cats, sheep, horses and cattle. However, 

the most interesting lentivirus in terms of the investigation into the origins of HIV is the Simian 

Immunodeficiency Virus (SIV) that affects monkeys, which is believed to be at least 32,000 years old.1  
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So did HIV come from an SIV?  

It is now generally accepted that HIV is a descendant of a Simian Immunodeficiency Virus because 
certain strains of SIVs bear a very close resemblance to HIV-1 and HIV-2, the two types of HIV.  

HIV-2 for example corresponds to SIVsm, a strain of the Simian Immunodeficiency Virus found in the 

sooty mangabey (also known as the White-collared monkey), which is indigenous to western Africa.  

The more virulent, pandemic strain of HIV, namely HIV-1, was until recently more difficult to place. 

Until 1999, the closest counterpart that had been identified was SIVcpz, the SIV found in 
chimpanzees. However, this virus still had certain significant differences from HIV.  

What happened in 1999?  

In February 1999 a group of researchers from the University of Alabama2 announced that they had 

found a type of SIVcpz that was almost identical to HIV-1. This particular strain was identified in a 

frozen sample taken from a captive member of the sub-group of chimpanzees known as Pan 
troglodytes troglodytes (P. t. troglodytes), which were once common in west-central Africa.  

The researchers (led by Paul Sharp of Nottingham University and Beatrice Hahn of the University of 

Alabama) made the discovery during the course of a 10-year long study into the origins of the virus. 

They claimed that this sample proved that chimpanzees were the source of HIV-1, and that the virus 
had at some point crossed species from chimps to humans.  

Their final findings were published two years later in Nature magazine3 . In this article, they 

concluded that wild chimps had been infected simultaneously with two different simian 

immunodeficiency viruses which had "viral sex" to form a third virus that could be passed on to 

other chimps and, more significantly, was capable of infecting humans and causing AIDS.  

These two different viruses were traced back to a SIV that infected red-capped mangabeys and one 

found in greater spot-nosed monkeys. They believe that the hybridisation took place inside chimps 

that had become infected with both strains of SIV after they hunted and killed the two smaller 

species of monkey.  

They also concluded that all three 'groups' of HIV-1 - namely Group M, N and O (see our strains 

and subtypes page for more information on these) - came from the SIV found in P. t. troglodytes, and 
that each group represented a separate crossover 'event' from chimps to humans.  

How could HIV have crossed species?  

It has been known for a long time that certain viruses can pass between species. Indeed, the very fact 

that chimpanzees obtained SIV from two other species of primate shows just how easily this 

crossover can occur. As animals ourselves, we are just as susceptible. When a viral transfer between 
animals and humans takes place, it is known as zoonosis.  

Below are some of the most common theories about how this 'zoonosis' took place, and how SIV 
became HIV in humans:  

The 'hunter' theory  

The most commonly accepted theory is that of the 'hunter'. In this scenario, SIVcpz was transferred 

to humans as a result of chimps being killed and eaten or their blood getting into cuts or wounds on 

the hunter. Normally the hunter's body would have fought off SIV, but on a few occasions it adapted 
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itself within its new human host and became HIV-1. The fact that there were several different early 

strains of HIV, each with a slightly different genetic make-up (the most common of which was HIV-1 

group M), would support this theory: every time it passed from a chimpanzee to a man, it would 

have developed in a slightly different way within his body, and thus produced a slightly different 
strain.  

“Retroviral transfer from primates to hunters is still occurring even today”  

An article published in The Lancet in 20044 , also shows how retroviral transfer from primates to 

hunters is still occurring even today. In a sample of 1099 individuals in Cameroon , they discovered 

ten (1%) were infected with SFV (Simian Foamy Virus), an illness which, like SIV, was previously 

thought only to infect primates. All these infections were believed to have been acquired through 

the butchering and consumption of monkey and ape meat. Discoveries such as this have led to calls 

for an outright ban on bushmeat hunting to prevent simian viruses being passed to humans.  

The oral polio vaccine (OPV) theory  

Some other rather controversial theories have contended that HIV was transferred iatrogenically 

(i.e. via medical interventions). One particularly well-publicised idea is that polio vaccines played a 
role in the transfer.  

In his book, The River, the journalist Edward Hooper suggests that HIV can be traced to the testing 

of an oral polio vaccine called Chat, given to about a million people in the Belgian Congo, Ruanda 

and Urundi in the late 1950s. To be reproduced, live polio vaccine needs to be cultivated in living 

tissue, and Hooper's belief is that Chat was grown in kidney cells taken from local chimps infected 

with SIVcmz. This, he claims, would have resulted in the contamination of the vaccine with chimp 

SIV, and a large number of people subsequently becoming infected with HIV-1.5  

Many people have contested Hooper's theories and insist that local chimps were not infected with a 

strain of SIVcmz that is closely linked to HIV. Furthermore, the oral administration of the vaccine 

would seem insufficient to cause infection in most people (SIV/HIV needs to get directly into the 

bloodstream to cause infection - the lining of the mouth and throat generally act as good barriers to 
the virus).6  

In February 2000 the Wistar Institute in Philadelphia (one of the original manufacturers of the Chat 

vaccine) announced that it had discovered in its stores a phial of polio vaccine that had been used as 

part of the program. The vaccine was subsequently analysed and in April 2001 it was announced that 

no trace had been found of either HIV or chimpanzee SIV.7 A second analysis confirmed that only 

macaque monkey kidney cells, which cannot be infected with SIV or HIV, were used to make Chat.8 
While this is just one phial of many, it means that the OPV theory remains unproven.  

The fact that the OPV theory accounts for just one (group M) of several different groups of HIV also 

suggests that transferral must have happened in other ways too, as does the fact that HIV seems to 

have existed in humans before the vaccine trials were ever carried out. More about when HIV came 
into being can be found below.  

The contaminated needle theory  

This is an extension of the original 'hunter' theory. In the 1950s, the use of disposable plastic 

syringes became commonplace around the world as a cheap, sterile way to administer medicines. 

However, to African healthcare professionals working on inoculation and other medical 

programmes, the huge quantities of syringes needed would have been very costly. It is therefore 

likely that one single syringe would have been used to inject multiple patients without any 
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sterilisation in between. This would rapidly have transferred any viral particles (within a hunter's 

blood for example) from one person to another, creating huge potential for the virus to mutate and 

replicate in each new individual it entered, even if the SIV within the original person infected had not 
yet converted to HIV.  

The colonialism theory  

The colonialism or 'Heart of Darkness' theory, is one of the more recent theories to have entered 

into the debate. It is again based on the basic 'hunter' premise, but more thoroughly explains how 

this original infection could have led to an epidemic. It was first proposed in 2000 by Jim Moore, an 

American specialist in primate behaviour, who published his findings in the journal AIDS Research 
and Human Retroviruses.9  

During the late 19th and early 20th century, much of Africa was ruled by colonial forces. In areas 

such as French Equatorial Africa and the Belgian Congo, colonial rule was particularly harsh and 

many Africans were forced into labour camps where sanitation was poor, food was scarce and 

physical demands were extreme. These factors alone would have been sufficient to create poor 

health in anyone, so SIV could easily have infiltrated the labour force and taken advantage of their 

weakened immune systems to become HIV. A stray and perhaps sick chimpanzee with SIV would 
have made a welcome extra source of food for the workers.  

“SIV could easily have infiltrated the labour force and taken advantage of their weakened immune 
systems”  

Moore also believes that many of the labourers would have been inoculated with unsterile needles 

against diseases such as smallpox (to keep them alive and working), and that many of the camps 

actively employed prostitutes to keep the workers happy, creating numerous possibilities for 

onward transmission. A large number of labourers would have died before they even developed the 

first symptoms of AIDS, and those that did get sick would not have stood out as any different in an 

already disease-ridden population. Even if they had been identified, all evidence (including medical 

records) that the camps existed was destroyed to cover up the fact that a staggering 50% of the 
local population were wiped out there.  

One final factor Moore uses to support his theory, is the fact that the labour camps were set up 

around the time that HIV was first believed to have passed into humans - the early part of the 20th 

century.  

The conspiracy theory  

Some believe that HIV is a 'conspiracy' or that it is 'man-made'. A recent survey carried out in the 

US for example, identified a significant number of African Americans who believe HIV was 

manufactured as part of a biological warfare programme, designed to wipe out large numbers of 

black and homosexual people.10 Many say this was done under the auspices of the US federal 'Special 

Cancer Virus Program' (SCVP), possibly with the help of the CIA. Linked in to this theory is the 

belief that the virus was spread (either deliberately or inadvertently) to thousands of people all over 

the world through the smallpox inoculation programme, or to gay men through Hepatitis B vaccine 

trials. While none of these theories can be definitively disproved, the evidence given to back them 

up is usually based upon supposition and speculation, and ignores the clear link between SIV and HIV 
or the fact that the virus has been identified in people as far back as 1959.  

When?  
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During the last few years it has become possible not only to determine whether HIV is present in a 

blood or plasma sample, but also to determine the particular subtype of the virus. Studying the 

subtype of virus of some of the earliest known instances of HIV infection can help to provide clues 
about the time it first appeared in humans and its subsequent evolution.  

Four of the earliest known instances of HIV infection are as follows:  

1. A plasma sample taken in 1959 from an adult male living in what is now the Democratic 

Republic of the Congo.11  

2. A lymph node sample taken in 1960 from an adult female, also from the Democratic 

Republic of the Congo.12  

3. HIV found in tissue samples from an American teenager who died in St. Louis in 1969.13  
4. HIV found in tissue samples from a Norwegian sailor who died around 1976.14  

A 1998 analysis of the plasma sample from 1959 suggested that HIV-1 was introduced into humans 

around the 1940s or the early 1950s.15  

In January 2000, the results of a new study16 suggested that the first case of HIV-1 infection occurred 

around 1931 in West Africa. This estimate (which had a 15 year margin of error) was based on a 
complex computer model of HIV's evolution.  

However, a study in 200817 dated the origin of HIV to between 1884 and 1924, much earlier than 

previous estimates. The researchers compared the viral sequence from 1959 (the oldest known 

HIV-1 specimen) to the newly discovered sequence from 1960. They found a significant genetic 

difference between them, demonstrating diversification of HIV-1 occurred long before the AIDS 
pandemic was recognised.  

The authors suggest a long history of the virus in Africa and call Kinshasa the “epicentre of the 

HIV/AIDS pandemic” in West Africa. They propose the early spread of HIV was concurrent with the 

development of colonial cities, in which crowding of people increased opportunities for HIV 

transmission. If accurate, these findings imply that HIV existed before many scenarios (such as the 

OPV and conspiracy theories) suggest.  

What about HIV-2? When did that get passed to humans?  

Until recently, the origins of the HIV-2 virus had remained relatively unexplored. HIV-2 is thought to 

come from the SIV in Sooty Mangabeys rather than chimpanzees, but the crossover to humans is 

believed to have happened in a similar way (i.e. through the butchering and consumption of monkey 

meat). It is far rarer, significantly less infectious and progresses more slowly to AIDS than HIV-1. As 

a result, it infects far fewer people, and is mainly confined to a few countries in West Africa.  

In May 2003, a group of Belgian researchers published a report18 in Proceedings of the National 

Academy of Science. By analysing samples of the two different subtypes of HIV-2 (A and B) taken 

from infected individuals and SIV samples taken from sooty mangabeys, Dr Vandamme concluded 

that subtype A had passed into humans around 1940 and subtype B in 1945 (plus or minus 16 years 

or so). Her team of researchers also discovered that the virus had originated in Guinea-Bissau and 

that its spread was most likely precipitated by the independence war that took place in the country 

between 1963 and 1974 (Guinea-Bissau is a former Portuguese colony). Her theory was backed up 

by the fact that the first European cases of HIV-2 were discovered among Portuguese veterans of 

the war, many of whom had received blood transfusions or unsterile injections following injury, or 
had possibly had relationships with local women.  

Where?  
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The question of exactly where the transfer of HIV to humans took place, and where the 'epidemic' 

officially first developed has always been controversial. Some have suggested that it is dangerous to 

even try to find out, as AIDS has frequently been blamed on an innocent person or group of 

individuals in the past. However, scientists remain keen to find the true origin of HIV, as most agree 
it is important to understand the virus and its epidemiology in order to fight it.  

So did it definitely come from Africa?  

Given the evidence we have already looked at, it seems highly likely that Africa was indeed the 

continent where the transfer of HIV to humans first occurred (monkeys from Asia and South 

America have never been found to have SIVs that could cause HIV in humans). In May 2006, the 

same group of researchers who first identified the Pan troglodytes troglodytes strain of SIVcpz, 

announced that they had narrowed down the location of this particular strain to wild chimpanzees 

found in the forests of Southern Cameroon19 . By analysing 599 samples of chimp droppings (P. T. 

troglodytes are a highly endangered and thus protected species that cannot be killed or captured for 

testing), the researchers were able to obtain 34 specimens that reacted to a standard HIV DNA test, 

12 of which gave results that were virtually indistinguishable from the reactions created by human 

HIV. The researchers therefore concluded that the chimpanzees found in this area were highly likely 

the origin of both the pandemic Group M of HIV-1 and of the far rarer Group N. The exact origins 
of Group O however remain unknown.  

HIV Group N principally affects people living in South-central Cameroon, so it is not difficult to see 

how this outbreak started. Group M, the group that has caused the worldwide pandemic, was 

however first identified in Kinshasa, in the Democratic Republic of Congo. It is not entirely clear 

how it transferred from Cameroon to Kinshasa, but the most likely explanation is that an infected 

individual travelled south down the Sangha river that runs through Southern Cameroon to the River 
Congo and then on to Kinshasa, where the Group M epidemic probably began.  

Just as we do not know exactly who spread the virus from Cameroon to Kinshasa, how the virus 

spread from Africa to America is also not entirely clear. However, recent evidence suggests that the 

virus may have arrived via the Caribbean island of Haiti.  

Why is Haiti significant?  

The AIDS epidemic in Haiti first came to light in the early 1980s, at around the same time that cases 

in the USA were being uncovered. Following the discovery of a number of Haitians with Kaposi's 

Sarcoma and other AIDS-related conditions, medical journals and books began to claim that AIDS 
had come from Haiti, and that Haitians were responsible for the AIDS epidemic in the United States.  

These claims, which were often founded on dubious evidence, fuelled pre-existing racism in the US 

and many Haitians suffered severe discrimination and stigma as a result. A large number of Haitian 

immigrants living in the US lost their jobs and were evicted from their homes as Haitians were added 

to homosexuals, haemophiliacs and heroin users to make the 'Four-H Club' of groups at high risk of 

AIDS.20  

The emotionally-charged culture of blame and prejudice that surrounded HIV and AIDS in the early 

years meant that it soon became politically difficult to present epidemiological findings in a neutral 

and objective way. For many years the link between Haiti and the US epidemic was therefore 
dropped as a subject.  

“Tracing HIV’s origins remains a politically sensitive exercise ”  
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In March 2007 however, it returned to the public eye at the Fourteenth Conference on Retroviruses 

and Opportunistic Infections (CROI) in Los Angeles. A group of international scientists presented 

data based on complex genetic analysis of 122 early samples of HIV-1, group M, subtype B (the most 

common strain found in the USA and in Haiti) showing that the strain had probably been brought to 

Haiti from Africa by a single person in around 1966; a time when many Haitians would have been 

returning from working in the Congo.21  

Genetic analysis then showed that subtype B spread slowly from person to person on the island, 

before being transferred to the US, again probably by a single individual, at some point between 1969 

and 1972. A paper published in October 2007 by Worobey and colleagues gave a 99.7% certainty 
that HIV subtype B originated in Haiti before passing to the US.22  

It is possible that HIV had entered the US several times before subtype B took a firm hold (which 

would explain the infection of the St. Louis teenager in the early to mid-1960s), but it was the late 

1960s / early 1970s transfer that is believed to be responsible for the widespread epidemic seen in 

the US today. Once the virus had established itself in the gay community, it would have spread fairly 

rapidly (anal intercourse carries a very high transmission risk), with transmission occurring within 

and between the US and Haiti, and internationally, until the original route taken by the virus was 
largely obscured.  

Dr Michael Worobey, lead researcher in the study, claimed that his data was not intended to place 

any blame on Haiti, or on Central Africans, and stressed that none of the people who first 

transmitted HIV would have been aware they were infected. His work still received strong protests 

from one Haitian delegate at the CROI conference however, demonstrating the extent to which 
tracing HIV’s origins remains a politically sensitive exercise.  

What caused the epidemic to spread so suddenly?  

There are a number of factors that may have contributed to the sudden spread of HIV, most of 

which occurred in the latter half of the twentieth century.  

Travel  

Both national and international travel undoubtedly had a major role in the initial spread of HIV. In 

the US, international travel by young men making the most of the gay sexual revolution of the late 

70s and early 80s would certainly have played a large part in taking the virus worldwide. In Africa, 

the virus would probably have been spread along truck routes and between towns and cities within 

the continent itself. However, it is quite conceivable that some of the early outbreaks in African 

nations were not started by Africans infected with the 'original' virus at all, but by people visiting 

from overseas where the epidemic had been growing too. The process of transmission in a global 

pandemic is simply too complex to blame on any one group or individual.  

Much was made in the early years of the epidemic of a so-called 'Patient Zero' who was the basis of 

a complex "transmission scenario" compiled by Dr. William Darrow and colleagues at the Centre for 

Disease Control in the US. This epidemiological study showed how 'Patient O' (mistakenly identified 

in the press as 'Patient Zero') had given HIV to multiple partners, who then in turn transmitted it to 

others and rapidly spread the virus to locations all over the world. A journalist, Randy Shilts, 

subsequently wrote a book23 based on Darrow's findings, which named Patient Zero as a gay 

Canadian flight attendant called Gaetan Dugas. For several years, Dugas was vilified as a 'mass 

spreader' of HIV and the original source of the HIV epidemic among gay men. However, four years 

after the publication of Shilts' article, Dr. Darrow repudiated his study, admitting its methods were 
flawed and that Shilts' had misrepresented its conclusions.  
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While Gaetan Dugas was a real person who did eventually die of AIDS, the Patient Zero story was 

not much more than myth and scaremongering. HIV in the US was to a large degree initially spread 

by gay men, but this occurred on a huge scale over many years, probably a long time before Dugas 
even began to travel.  

The blood industry  

As blood transfusions became a routine part of medical practice, an industry to meet this increased 

demand for blood began to develop rapidly. In some countries such as the USA, donors were paid to 

give blood, a policy that often attracted those most desperate for cash; among them intravenous 

drug users. In the early stages of the epidemic, doctors were unaware of how easily HIV could be 

spread and blood donations remained unscreened. This blood was then sent worldwide, and 

unfortunately most people who received infected donations went on to become HIV positive 

themselves.  

In the late 1960's haemophiliacs also began to benefit from the blood clotting properties of a 

product called Factor VIII. However, to produce this coagulant, blood from hundreds of individual 

donors had to be pooled. This meant that a single donation of HIV+ blood could contaminate a huge 

batch of Factor VIII. This put thousands of haemophiliacs all over the world at risk of HIV, and many 
subsequently became infected with the virus.  

Drug use  

The 1970s saw an increase in the availability of heroin following the Vietnam War and other conflicts 

in the Middle East, which helped stimulate a growth in intravenous drug use. As a result of sharing 

unsterilised needles and syringes, HIV was passed on among injecting drug users (IDUs). Due to this 

repeated practice many IDUs continue to be infected with HIV.  

Conclusions  

It is likely that we will never know who the first person was to be infected with HIV, or exactly how 

it spread from that initial person. Scientists investigating the possibilities often become very attached 

to their individual 'pet' theories and insist that theirs is the only true answer, but the spread of AIDS 

could quite conceivably have been induced by a combination of many different events. Whether 

through injections, travel, wars, colonial practices or genetic engineering, the realities of the 20th 

century have undoubtedly had a major role to play. Nevertheless, perhaps a more pressing concern 

for scientists today should not be how the AIDS epidemic originated, but how those it affects can be 

treated, how the further spread of HIV can be prevented and how the world can change to ensure a 
similar pandemic never occurs again 
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