What was the sin of Sodom and Gomorrah?

Sermon for the 9th Sunday after Pentecost, July 25, 2010
Readings: Genesis 18:20-32; Psalm 138; Colossians 2:6-15; Luke 11:1-13
Sermon text: The Lord said to Abraham, “How great is the outcry against Sodom and Gomorrah and how very grave is their sin!” Genesis 18:20

The title of my sermon today is a question: What was the sin of Sodom and Gomorrah? The text is from our first reading: The Lord said to Abraham, “How great is the outcry against Sodom and Gomorrah and how very grave is their sin!” (Genesis 18:20).  This is serious stuff, the fate of a pair of cities hangs in the balance, prosperous, well-populated cities in a fertile plain, and the chosen home of Lot and his family, the nephew of Abraham. And, I will argue, the lessons of this story are important today. In particular, in thinking about what is this grave sin that leads to complete destruction, we need to reflect on issues of hospitality and sexuality—and their deep connections to faith and justice. In the end I will reflect on the question of the propriety of same-sex marriage and suggest we begin a period of reflection and discussion on the subject.

Wow. Sit back, and let’s first listen to a story of two relatives, and two ways of living in a new land. 

Abraham left the land of his ancestors with his wife Sarah and his nephew Lot and his wife—and various other members of their household and their flocks. They wandered into the land of Canaan. Over time their households and flocks grew, their herders started to fight over water and land, and they decided to separate. Abraham said to Lot: pick which part of this new land you wish to settle in, and I will take some other. Lot picked the fertile plain of the Jordan River, “well watered everywhere like the garden of the Lord, like the land of Egypt” (descriptions which subtly point to future problems). He and his family settled in the prosperous and well-populated city of Sodom. Abraham continued to lead a more nomadic life in the hills of Canaan. At the time of our story, Abraham and Sarah were still childless and were base-camped by the oaks of Mamre. In a famous story in the chapter preceding today’s reading, Abraham sees three men traveling along the way and runs to greet them. He and Sarah prepare a feast and provide generous hospitality—and in turn receive the prophecy that before the year is out the elderly Sarah will conceive a son who will be named Isaac and be the child of the promise. They take their leave, accompanied for a bit by Abraham—but the leader of the three, who is identified as God himself, decides that he should not hide his intentions and speaks to Abraham, “how great is the outcry against Sodom and Gomorrah and how very grave is their sin!” 

Abraham, concerned about the city in which his nephew lives, proceeds to bargain with God, and secures an agreement that if at least 10 righteous people can be found, the city will be spared.

So you see, bargaining has an ancient and honored role in the Middle East.

Hospitality has an even more ancient and honored role, as witnessed in Abraham’s treatment of his visitors, and as may also be seen in the following story. When the two angels dispatched by God reach Sodom they are heartily welcomed by Lot—he invites them, indeed prevails upon them to spend the night at his house. Like Abraham, he  prepares a fest and entertains them. But the men of the city are not so welcoming. Quite the contrary. They form what seems to be a drunken mob and surround Lot’s house. They demand he send out these mysterious visitors so that they may “know them,” They want to mess with them—and you may substitute another verb for mess in your minds. Lot tries to bargain with the mob—even offering his own two daughters, “who have not known a man.” But the townsmen only threaten worse violence. In the nick of time, the angels pull Lot back in, bar the door and throw a kind of temporary blindness on the crowd. The drunken mob disperses—and the angels tell everyone in the house they need to flee in the morning and not look back, for this city and the others in the plain will be destroyed. Sure enough, the next day fire and brimstone rain from heaven and completely destroy the cities and fertile land (the story thus serves as a “just-so” fok-tale to explain the blasted landscape around the Dead Sea). Lot’s wife will look back and be turned into a pillar of salt—a famous anecdote. Lot’s daughters will end up getting their father drunk so that they may have sex with him and get pregnant—thinking the world has come to an end and there are no other men on earth (their children of incest will become the ancestors of Israel’s neighbors, the Moabites and Ammonites, another just-so story). Wild stuff. Who said the Bible is boring? 

But the sexuality violence and immorality of Sodom is not the grave sin that brings God’s condemnation and destruction-it is only one of the symptoms. The root causes are deeper. Hospitality and civility have been completely lost. Appetite and pride have gone unchecked and grown monstrous. Justice and piety have been utterly overthrown. In sum, the covenant with God has been broken and the good news of God’s mercy rejected. So at least say the prophets, and Jesus.

In Deuteronomy 29, Moses warns the Israelites about to cross over into the promised land that if they abandon the covenant and worship other gods they will see the devastation and affliction of the land that Sodom and Gomorrah saw (29:22- 27). Isaiah begins with a word of God that actually calls the people of Israel by the name of Sodom and Gomorrah—saying they have offered sacrifices and incense with hands covered in innocent blood—and until they wash from evil and “learn to do good, to seek justice, rescue the oppressed, defend the orphan and plead for the widow” God will not accept their prayers (Isaiah 1:10-17).  Jeremiah says that the prophets of Israel are worse than the idolatrous prophets of Baal—for at least they were honest in their idolatry, whereas the so-called religious leaders of Israel “commit adultery and walk in lies”—and so have “become to me like Sodom and Gomorrah” (Jeremiah 23:14). Ezekiel is explicit as to the grave sin of Sodom: “Behold, this was the sin of your sister Sodom. She and her daughters (neighboring cities) had pride, surfeit of food and prosperous ease, but did not aid the poor and needy” (Ezekiel 16:49). 

Thus Sodom and Gomorrah became a byword standing for a rejection of God (and of the Word of God; see Matthew 10:15 and Luke 10:12), and of God’s subsequent rejection of them. They gave up simple human compassion and hospitality to the stranger, and became a den of idolatry, gluttony and sexual immorality. Their destruction is a warning sign to every generation and every civilization: do not do this.  

I want to ask a particular question about the story’s application to our time. If sexual immorality is one of the features of sinful Sodom—and has lent its name to a form of sex traditionally considered sinful—is the sinfulness because of its presumed unnaturalness or its connotation of violence. The story itself has both aspects. And Leviticus and some other texts (Romans 1:27 in particular) condemn the act of a man lying with a man as if with a woman—as a violation of the natural order of things. 

My opinion, which is only my opinion but which I have come to after a long period of study and reflection, is that violence and an imbalance in the natural order of relations still count as criteria by which to judge these matters—and consequently such particular issues as same sex marriage. There are unchanging principles, revealed both by scripture and by moral reflection. But what is “natural” or “unnatural” is not a judgment that is unchanging through every time and culture. What was considered completely unnatural or unclean ancient Israel (as described for example in the book of Leviticus) is not necessarily so in later times—as the early church ruled when allowing changes in religious observances, diets, and such sexual matters as praising celibacy (not allowed in ancient Israel) and forbidding polygamy. All the more is this true of the current day. We no longer see menstrual blood as something so dangerous that a husband and wife may not lie together during that time or the woman come to church. We have also become more accepting of the fact that some people have same sex attraction—and this is a not necessarily a perversion or disorder of natural or normal desire but simply a variant among adults. It is the behavior, not the orientation that counts. Thus we still condemn sexual relations between adults and children or humans and other animals or among close relatives. And the basic criteria is a combination of violence—the child (and animal) is powerless and not mature enough to make a true choice—and cultural judgment of natural boundaries. Different cultures may draw the incest line in different degrees of separation from the nuclear family, but none allow it within. We may be more enlightened or we may have become decadent—again reasoned reflection is important—but each generation must move between the poles of puritan rejection of human pleasure for its own sake and wanton hedonism. I think we could use a step or two toward more modesty and chastity, because at the very least we can see a consistent biblical ethic in the rejection of promiscuity, and a consistent embrace of the virtue of faithfulness and mutual self-giving love. And such are the core reasons, along with the desire for children, for the institution of marriage.

Should same sex marriage be allowed by the state and blessed by the church? Here we are at a moment of cultural decision. Opinions are divided. No doubt if we had an honest conversation among those here gathered we would find not only a variety of opinions but conflict in our minds and hearts. On one hand we have certain biblical verses and the traditions of church. On the other hand, who would not want their child, should he or she fall in love with someone of their own gender, to be able to be happily married? What are the other options: traditionally only celibacy, or marriage in name only, or secretive affairs acting out, the down low and hidden life, often promiscuous and unsafe. That is the option least desirable according to Christian norms. I would argue—and indeed I have written a long paper on the subject in response to a request by Bishop Smith for the Standing Committee to reflect on the role of the church in light of the new law allowing marriage in the state of Connecticut, to come to the judgment that there are at least three key arguments from scripture, as well as arguments from a sense of justice and fairness, to support same sex marriage. I have come to believe after careful thought and reflection we ought to support same sex marriages—with exactly the same requirements for pre-marital counseling, life-long fidelity and mutual self-giving as we do heterosexual ones.
 
As Episcopalians we are somewhat prone to disregard the canons in the name of justice and then backtrack on the process work—as in the case of Gene Robinson. Be that as it may, the process has come to a decisive point now that the state has legalized same sex marriage. Priests are now allowed by the bishop to bless such marriages, though not officiate—that is sign the license—a justice of the peace must do that. The marriage may take place in a church if the vestry has approved and the congregation has been consulted and honest and open conversation and education on the subject taken place. We have come to such a place—it is time to have this discussion and education. I would ask everyone to read my paper—and I apologize for its length and footnotes but I think the gist is pretty clear—it is available in copies on the narthex and on line at our website in the Who We Are part linked to the internet address: www.helperaspartner.blogspot.com. I look forward to a discussion later in the summer after church and an ongoing reflection on the position of the church on this issue.

In all of our reflections and discussion we must hold on to the basic lessons we learned from the biblical story of Sodom and Gomorrah. We must first and always be hospitable and gracious to the stranger, and each other. We must honor each other’s conscience and perspective; remember you do not know everyone’s story. Above all keep in mind the golden rule, do to and for others what you would have them do to or for you. Remember the dictates of justice and piety. Keep the example of Jesus always before you. What would he say and do? Read scripture through the lens of love, and with an understanding of original context, historical change and the enduring truth of basic principles. Welcome the stranger and remember, you may be entertaining angels unawares.

The Rev. Matthew Calkins
St Timothy’s Episcopal Church, Fairfield, Ct.
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