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4 The Scriptures

Although it is hard to imagine a more profound change in popular morality
than that which took place between the time of the later Roman Empire and
the early Middle Ages, relatively little attention has been focused on either
the causes or the exact nature of this crucial transition in Western history.
Indeed the silence on this seemingly major historical problem is deafening.
The transformation of the almost limitless tolerance of Roman mores into the
narrowness which characterized, for example, Visigothic Spain-a nation
racked by violence and hostility against Jews, heretics, political dissidents,
gay people, and other nonconformists-must have been caused, one is left to
infer, either by the total disappearance of the Roman population or by the
advent of one or both of the two forces which replaced Roman hegemony,
Christianity and the barbarians.

Since the Roman population did not in fact disappear, it seems safe enough
to discount the first possibility. The barbarians did alter European social
structures profoundly, although not deliberately, by destroying many of the
major urban centers in the West and ruining the communications systems
which had linked the capitals ofRoman Europe. This severely reduced urban
hegemony in the area and reintroduced to most of the continent a predom
inantly rural pattern of life. As the urban-rural dichotomy proposed above
would suggest, this may have had some impact on popular morality, especially
in regard to gay people, and this is discussed at some length in chap. 7.

Christianity also had a major effect on the shift in mores, but its influence
on attitudes toward homosexuality was probably less important than is
commonly supposed and was certainly more complex and varied than has
hitherto been recognized. It is discussed here and in the following two chap
ters under three headings: (I) the importance of the scriptural tradition (i.e.,
writings received or written by the first generation of Christian leaders); (2)
social and intellectual factors relating to early Christian opinion on the
subject; and (3) the precise nature of theological objections to homosexuality
among the church fathers.
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In considering the supposed influence of certain biblical passages on
Western attitudes toward homosexual behavior, one must first relinquish the
concept of a single book containing a uniform corpus of writings accepted as
morally authoritative. The" Bible" was not disseminated in the early church
under the form in which it came to be known later. Early Christians read and
venerated many books now rejected as apocryphal (e.g., the Epistle of
Barnabas, part of the text of the most famous codex of the Bible) and did not
generally recognize some which are now regarded as authentic (e.g., the
Apocalypse).l Roman Catholicism did not officially establish the canon of
the Bible until the Council of Trent in 1546, although there had been general
agreement on the contents of the New Testament at least since the eighth
century.

The Bible was not the only or even the principal source of early Christian
ethics, and the biblical passages purportedly relating to homosexuality had
little to do with early Christian misgivings on the subject. Very few in
fluential theologians based objections to homosexual practices on the New
Testament passages now claimed to derogate such behavior, and those who
did invoked them only as support for arguments based primarily on other
authorities. It is, moreover, quite clear that nothing in the Bible would have
categorically precluded homosexual relations among early Christians. In
spite of misleading English translations which may imply the contrary, the
word "homosexual" does not occur in the Bible: no extant text or manu
script, Hebrew, Greek, Syriac, or Aramaic, contains such a word. In fact none
of these languages ever contained a word corresponding to the English
"homosexual," nor did any languages have such a term before the late
nineteenth century. Neither Hebrew nor Arabic has such a word today, nor
does modern Greek, except as they coin words by analogy with the pseudo
Latin "homosexual." There are of course ways to get around the lack of a
specific word in a language, and an action may be condemned without
being named, but it is doubtful in this particular case whether a concept of
homosexual behavior as a class existed at all.

The idea that homosexual behavior is condemned in the Old Testament
stems from several passages. Probably the most well known, certainly the
most influential, is the account of Sodom in Genesis 19. Sodom in fact gave

I. It is assumed throughout this study that the books of the Bible were composed by
those to whom they are commonly attributed. This is of course an extremely simplistic
approach to a very complex problem, but it seems not only justified but demanded by the
circumstances. It was on this assumption that all patristic and medieval biblical exegesis
was based, that medieval moral theology was devised, and that Bible-based legislation was
enacted. What is at issue here is not how modern Jews and Christians interpret the Bible
but how ancient and medieval ones did, and twentieth-century criticism is manifestly
irrelevant to the development of patristic and medieval moral theology.
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its name to homosexual relations in the Latin language, 2 and throughout the
Middle Ages the closest word to "homosexual" in Latin or any vernacular
was" sodomita." A purely homosexual interpretation of this story is, however,
relatively recent. None of the many Old Testament passages which refer to
Sodom's wickedness suggests any homosexual offenses, and the rise of homo
sexual associations can be traced to social trends and literature of a much later
period. It is not likely that such associations played a large role in deter
mining early Christian attitudes.

On the basis of the text alone, there would seem to be four inferences one
could make about the destruction of Sodom: (I) the Sodomites were de
stroyed for the general wickedness which had prompted the Lord to send
angels to the city to investigate in the first place; (2) the city was destroyed
because the people of Sodom had tried to rape the angels; (3) the city was
destroyed because the men of Sodom had tried to engage in homosexual
intercourse with the angels (note that this is not the same as [2J: rape and
homosexual intercourse are separably punishable offenses in Jewish law);
(4) the city was destroyed for inhospitable treatment of visitors sent from the
Lord.

Although it is the most obvious of the four, the second possibility has been
largely ignored by biblical scholars both ancient and modern, probably due
to ambiguities surrounding homosexual rape. Since 1955 modern scholarship
has increasingly favored interpretation (4), emphasizing that the sexual
overtones to the story are minor, if present, and that the original moral
impact of the passage had to do with hospitality. 3 Briefly put, the thesis of
this trend in scholarship is that Lot was violating the custom of Sodom
(where he was himself not a citizen but only a "sojourner") by entertaining

2. Wherever possible the term "sodomy" (" sodomia") has been excluded from this
study, since it is so vague and ambiguous as to be virtually useless in a text of this sort. Its
etymology is probably a misprision of history, and it has connoted in various times and
places everything from ordinary heterosexual intercourse in an atypical position to oral sexual
contact with animals. At some points in history it has referred almost exclusively to male homo
sexuality and at others almost exclusively to heterosexual excess. Every effort has been made
herein to specify what is meant in documents which employ" sodomy" or its equivalent. In
certain circumstances, however, its unqualified use has been unavoidable. If a law, for
instance, prohibits "sodomy" without further clarification and there is no secondary
evidence to suggest what the legists meant by the term, there is no recourse but to discuss
the law as opposing "sodomy." Or if a popular satirist vituperates against "sodomy" in a
treatise which specifically derogates many forms of sexuality, it would be misleading and
unjustified to assume a priori that" sodomy" referred to a particular one of these, and it is
more accurate to retain its imprecision directly.

3. This theory was most prominently expounded by Bailey but has been taken up sub
sequently by many writers, with varying degrees of acceptance: see John McNeill, The
Church and the Homosexual (Kansas City, Mo., 1976), pp. 42-50; and Marvin Pope, in The
Interpreter's Dictionary of the Bible, Supplementary Volume (Nashville, Tenn., 1976), pp. 4 15- 17.
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unknown guests within the city walls at night without obtaining the per
mission of the elders of the city. When the men of Sodom gathered around to
demand that the strangers be brought out to them, "that they might know
them," they meant no more than to "know" who they were, and the city
was consequently destroyed not for sexual immorality but for the sin of
inhospitality to strangers.

Numerous considerations lend this argument credibility. As Bailey
pointed out,4 the Hebrew verb "to know" (~1:) is very rarely used in a
sexual sense in the Bible (despite popular opinion to the contrary): in only
ten of its 943 occurrences in the Old Testament does it have the sense of
carnal knowledge. The passage on Sodom is the only place in the Old
Testament where it is generally believed to refer to homosexual relations.

Jesus himself apparently believed that Sodom was destroyed for the sin of
inhospitality: "Whosoever shall not receive you, nor hear your words, when
ye depart out of that house or city, shake off the dust of your feet. Verily I
say unto you, it shall be more tolerable for the land of Sodom and Gomorrah
in the day of judgment, than for that city" (Matt. 10: 14-15, KJV; cf. Luke
10: 10-12).

There are, moreover, numerous other references in the Old Testament to
Sodom and its fate, and scholars have failed to accord this facet of the con
troversy the importance it deserves. Sodom is used as a symbol of evil in
dozens of places, 5 but not in a single instance is the sin of the Sodomites
specified as homosexuality. 6 Other sins, on the other hand, are explicitly
mentioned. Ecclesiasticus says that God abhorred the Sodomites for their
pride (16 :8), and the book of Wisdom advances the same theory (19: 13- I 4)
that Bailey and others have more recently propounded.7 In Ezekiel the sins
of Sodom are not only listed categorically but contrasted with the sexual sins
ofJerusalem as less serious: "As I live, saith the Lord God, Sodom thy sister
hath not done ... as thou hast done.... Behold, this was the iniquity of thy

4. Bailey, pp. 2-3· The LXX makes no implication of carnal knowledge but uses a Greek
expression connoting simply" making the acquaintance of," "becoming familiar with":
"auyy€vwfL€(Ja aVTOtS'''; this is in marked contrast to the verbs employed in reference to
Lot's daughters (" €yvwaav" and "xp~aaa(J€"), which clearly refer to sexual behavior.

5· E.g., Deut. 29: 23,32 :32 ; Isa. 3:9, 13: 19;Jer. 23:14,49:18,50:40; Lam. 4:6; Ezek.
16: 46-48; Amos 4: II ; Zeph. 2: 9; Matt. 10: 15; Luke 17: 29; Rom. 9: 29; 2 Pet. 2: 6;Jude 7.
Considering the number of references to the" wickedness" of Sodom in subsequent Scrip
ture, it is rather difficult to believe that none of them would have placed the" wickedness"
squarely in a homosexual context if such were indeed the understanding of it.

6. Some authors mistakenly interpret Jude 7 as a homosexual allusion, but there is
absolutely no justification for this: see below, p. 97.

7. Ecclesiasticus and Wisdom are considered apocryphal by Protestants and Jews.
Regardless of the dispute over the OT canon, these works certainly antedate the tradition of
Sodom's homosexuality and indicate a more ancient tradition.



95 The Scriptures

sister Sodom, pride, fulness of bread, and abundance of idleness was in her
and her daughters, neither did she strengthen the hand of the poor and the
needy" (16:48-49, KJV).

One must also bear in mind that such Old Testament writers were
responding to the same story which some modern interpreters still claim
"obviously" refers to "homosexuality" and that they were on a far more
intimate footing than modern writers with both the language and life-style
of the people involved. Their refusal to see the account as a moral about
homosexual behavior cannot be lightly disregarded, especially in the face of
so little evidence to support a homosexual interpretation.

Indeed only one argument can be advanced to demonstrate any sexual
desire on the part of the Sodomites: that Lot's offering his daughters to the
men must suggest some anticipation on their part of sexual satisfaction. This
argument, however, does not stand close scrutiny. Bailey comments, "Its
connection with the purpose (whatever it was) for which the citizens
demanded the production of his guests is purely imaginary. No doubt the
surrender of his daughters was simply the most tempting bribe Lot could
offer on the spur of the moment to appease the hostile crowd...." 8

This action, almost unthinkable in modern Western society, was con
sonant with the very low status of female children at the tinle and was not
without its parallels even in the more" civilized" Roman world: Ammianus
Marcellinus recounts (19.10) a similar instance where the Roman consul
Tertullus offers his children to an angry crowd to save himself. There is no
sexual interest of any sort in the incident.

Even more striking is a passage in Judges (19: 22ff.) obviously strongly
influenced by, if not modeled on, Genesis 19. In this story the Levite of
Ephraim and his concubine are unable to find hospitality in Gibeah until
an old man-a "foreign resident" just like Lot (19: 16)-takes them into
his home. The subsequent outrage perpetrated by the men of Gibeah exactly
parallels what happened in Sodom-they not only gather around the door
of the old man's house but use the same words as the Sodomites: "Bring the
man out that we may know him" 9-and the old man even offers his daughter
as a bribe. But Jews and Christians have overwhelmingly failed to interpret
this story as one of homosexuality,IO correctly assessing it as a moral about

8. P. 6. The Bible de Jerusalem observes that" the honor of a woman was at that time of
less value than the sacred duty of hospitality" ("l'honneur d'une femme avait alors moins
de prix que Ie devoir sacre de l'hospitalite").

g. "Nedaenu"; the LXX renders it "YVWfLEV," the Vulgate" abutamur."
I o. In the Middle Ages" sodomy" was occasionally imputed to the Benjaminites on the

basis of Judges I g, as in the documents of the Council of Paris of A.D. 829, which also
attributed the Flood to "sodomy" (see MGH, Legum, sec. 3, Concilia, 2, 2, p. 634, capitulum
34). As noted, however, "sodomy" at the time covered a multitude of sins.
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inhospitality, as did the Levite himself, who recounted the incident to the
Israelites he called upon to avenge him without any hint of sexual interest (in
him) on the part of the men of Gibeah.11

Moreover, it is anachronistic to imagine that the sexual preoccupations of
later ages were major issues in such Old Testament stories as that of Sodom.
The parallel story in Joshua 6 is eloquent testimony to the paramount im
portance of hospitality in relation to sexual offenses: the city ofJericho, like
Sodom, was completely destroyed by the Lord, and the one person spared
was a prostitute-though prostitution is prohibited in both Leviticus (19: 29)
and Deuteronomy (23: 17)-because she offered hospitality to the messengers
ofJoshua.

Some modern readers may have difficulty imagining that a breach of
hospitality could be so serious an offense as to warrant the destruction of a
city. According to Genesis, of course, the Lord was already inclined to puniSh
the Sodomites before the angels arrived there (which is why they were sent).
It should be remembered, moreover, that in the ancient world inns were rare
outside of urban centers, and travelers were dependent on the hospitality and
goodwill of strangers not just for comfort but for physical survival. Ethical
codes almost invariably enjoined hospitality on their adherents as a sacred ob
ligation. Among the Greeks Zeus himself was the protector of guests, as the
epithet "Z€V~ 8€VLO~" testifies: 12 "For Zeus's care is every stranger...." 13

Stories of divine testing of human piety by dispatching beggars or way
farers to demand the sacred right of hospitality (" theoxeny") are a common
place of folklore in many cultures and occur elsewhere in the Old Testament
as well (e.g., immediately before the Sodom story in Gen. 18; cf. Deut.
23 :3-4 [KJV]: "An Ammonite or Moabite shall not enter into the congre
gation of the Lord: even to their tenth generation they shall not enter into the
congregation of the Lord for ever: because they met you not with bread and
water in the way, when ye came forth out ofEgypt "). In nearly all such stories
evil persons appear either as neighbors or other townsfolk who do not fulfill
their obligation and are punished, violently or by exclusion from some divine
benefice, while the solitary upright family is rewarded with a gift or a proph
ecy of misfortunes to come. 14 Genesis 19 obviously belongs in this context,

1 I. "And the men of Gibeah rose against me, and beset the house round about upon me
by night, and thought to have slain me: and my concubine have they forced, that she is
dead" (KJV). The Bible de Jerusalem notes, "lci encore Ie devoir sacre de I'hospitalite passe
avant Ie respect de l'honneur d'une femme."

12. Iliad 13.625; Odyssey 9.271; Aeschylus Agamemnon 61-62,362, etc.
13· Odyssey 6.207ff., 14.57ff. In discussing the types of human love Plutarch places hos

pitali ty (70 ~€VLK6v) toward strangers second after love for family, and before friendship
(Moralia 7 )8D).

14. For modern readers the most familiar example of the sacred duty of hospitality may
be that of Hunding and Siegmund in Wagner's Die Walkure, where the former feels bound
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no matter how many modern commentators may have ignored it, and a
sexual element, if present at all, was probably intended only as the concrete
expression of the Sodomites' lack of hospitality. 15 "On the sinners, however,
punishments rained down not without violent thunder as early warning; and
deservedly they suffered for their crimes, since they evinced such bitter hatred
towards strangers. Others had refused to welcome unknown men on their
arrival, but these had made slaves of guests and benefactors" (Wisd. 19 :13
14, JB).

Although the original understanding of the story of Sodom survived in
some circles until well into the Middle Ages, the increasing emphasis of
Hellenistic Jewish and Christian moralists on sexual purity gave rise in late
Jewish apocrypha and early Christian writings to associations of Sodom with
sexual excesses of various sorts. Thus the Epistle ofJude: "Even as Sodom
and Gomorrah, and the cities about them in like manner, giving themselves
over to fornication, and going after strange flesh, are set forth for an example,
suffering the vengeance of eternal fire" (7, KJV). In these early accretions to
the story there is no hint of homosexuality: "strange flesh" hardly suggests
homoeroticism. The Jewish tradition to which]ude alludes was a legend that
the women of Sodom had intercourse with the angels. 16

But in an intellectual environment vehemently opposed to the casual
hedonism of the Hellenistic world, many issues which had not been specifi
cally sexual became so; this was the case with marital questions such as
adultery and onanism and with homosexuality.17 It was a short step for
those predisposed to object to Graeco-Roman gender blindness from the
" strange flesh" (" aapKo~ €'T€pa~") of the Sodom story to the " alien
intercourse" (" /LL~L~ aJ}Ea/LO~," homosexual relations) which some early
fathers vociferously condemned.

On the other hand, Genesis 19 was not a principal source of early Christian
hostility to homosexual relations, although it eventually gave a name to
those who took part in them. This was partly due to misgivings about the
Old Testament's authority, especially among Christians of non-Jewish
ancestry, and partly due to the survival of more authentic interpretations of

to provide hospitality to the latter despite the enmity between them. For the gods as
wayfarers, a classic example is provided by Ovid in the story of Baucis and Philemon
(Metamorphoses 8). Far Eastern parallels are provided by the author of the article in the
Encyclopedia Biblica, s.v. "Sodom and Gomorrah." See also Jakob Grimm, Deutsche
Mythologie (G6ttingen, 183S), pp. xxxiv-xxxvii, 312-14.

IS. Cf. the Encyclopedia Judaica, s.v. "Sodom and Gomorrah"; The Jewish Encyclopedia,
s.v. "Sodom."

16. Bailey, pp. 11-16.
17. For one example of this, see John Noonan, Contraception: A History of Its Treatment by

the Catholic TheologiansandCanonists (Cambridge, Mass., 1965), pp. 33ff.; cf. chaps. S, 6 below.
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the story's meaning. The extremely ascetic and antisexual Origen, for in
stance, who allegedly castrated himself to avoid sexual temptation, nonethe
less refrained from any comments about homosexuality when analyzing the
story, seeing it simply in terms of hospitality: "Hear this, you who close your
homes to guests! Hear this, you who shun the traveler as an enemy! Lot lived
among the Sodomites. We do not read of any other good deeds of his: ... he
escaped the flames, escaped the fire, on account ofone thing only. He opened
his home to guests. The angels entered the hospitable household; the flames
entered those homes closed to guests" (Homilia V in Genesim [PG, 12: 188-89]) .18
The only sexual matter relating to Lot which the influential theologian chose
to comment on was the incestuous behavior of Lot's daughters, and he wrote
at some length on whether or not this could be justified (I 89ff.). Likewise
Saint Ambrose, although he believed there was sexual interest on the part of
the Sodomites, saw the moral issue as primarily one of hospitality: Lot
"placed the hospitality of his house-sacred even among a barbarous
people-above the modesty [of his daughters]." 19 John Cassian rejected or
ignored the supposed homosexual import of Sodom's fall and claimed that it
was occasioned by gluttony,20 and many subsequent Christian authors
completely ignored any sexual implications of Sodom's fate (e.g., Saint
Isidore of Seville, in his Sententiae 42.2 [PL, 83 :647]). As late as the fourteenth
century Piers Plowman voiced the opinion that" the awful catastrophe that
came on the Sodomites was due to overplenty and to pure sloth." 21

The word "sodomite" occurs twice in the King James translation of the
Old Testament in contexts which imply sexual sins. 22 Even if these were
accurate translations, the word would not necessarily imply homosexuality,
since by the early seventeenth century "sodomy" referred to "unnatural"
sex acts of any type and included certain relations between heterosexuals
anal intercourse, for instance. But in fact these are simply mistranslations of

18. Cf. Chrysostom's commentary (PG, 54:405): "ToD SE SLKa{ov 'TOVTOV 'T~V epL)..og€v{av

'TJ)..waw/L€v Kat 'T~V a)")"TJv d.P€'T~v."

19. "Praeferebat domus suae verecundiae hospitalem gratiam, etiam apud barbaras
gentes inviolabilem," De Abrahamo 1.6.52 (PL, 14:440).

20. Doubtless influenced by Ezek. 16: 49: "Sodomitis causa subversionis atque luxuriae,
non vini crapula, sed saturitas exstitit panis," De coenobiorum institutis 5.6 (PL, 49:217-18).
Cf. Augustine De nuptiis et concupiscentia 2.19 (PL, 44:456), and the comments of Peter Cantor,
app. 2 below.

2 I. Piers the Plowman, passus 14, lines 75-78, trans. Margaret Williams (New York, 197 I),
P·230 .

22. Deut. 23: 17: "There shall be no whore of the daughters of Israel, nor a sodomite of
the sons of Israel." I Kings 14: 24: "And there were also sodomites in the land: and they
did according to all the abominations of the nations which the Lord cast out before the
children of Israel."
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a Hebrew word for temple prostitute. The word "kadash" (plural "ka
deshim ") literally means "hallowed" or "sacred," referring to prostitu tes in
pagan temples. There is no reason to assume that such prostitutes serviced
persons of their own sex. The word itself implies no such thing, and there is so
little evidence about practices of the time that inferences from history are
moot.

Mistranslations of this word began very early. The Jewish scholars who
effected the Septuagint translation into Greek in the third and second
centuries B.C. apparently had considerable difficulty in rendering" kadash"
in Greek: they employed no fewer than six different terms to translate the one
Hebrew word. 23 The uncertainty of the Jewish translators themselves is
further reflected in the imprecision of many of the Greek words they chose 24
and the fact that in at least one case they misrepresented the gender of the
Hebrew. 25

None of the terms which appear in the Septuagint as translations for
"kadash" would have suggested homosexuality to the theologians of the
early church, who relied almost exclusively on the Greek translation of the
Old Testament. The Vulgate rendered the terms as "effeminati" and
"scortator."26 Only the former could be taken as relating to gay sexuality,
but in fact almost no theologians invoked these passages as condemnations
of homosexual behavior until after the mistranslation of the words into
English. They are wholly irrelevant to the development of attitudes to\yard
homosexuality in medieval Christendom.27

23. Deut. 23: 18 : "OUK fOTaL 7TOPV€VWV"; I (LXX: 3) Kings 14:24: "Kat OVvS€OjLoS'
€Y€V~(}1J," 15: 12: "Kat dc/>€,)\€v TOS T€A€TOS" (the Hebrew indicates masculine here),
22: 47: "Kat 7TEptOOOV TOU €vSt1J>..AaYjLEvoV"; 2 (4) Kings 23: 7: "Kat Ka(}€"t..€v TOV OlKOV
TWV KaS1JOtjL" (the Hebrew is simply transliterated here); Hos. 4: 14: "Kat jL€Ta TWV
T€T€t..€OjLEVWV f(}VOV."

24. E.g., the transliteration of 2 (4) Kings 23: 7, or the hapax legomenon, now virtually
untranslatable except by comparison with the Hebrew, of I (3) Kings 22:47·

25. I (3) Kings 15: 12, feminine in the Greek, is masculine in the Hebrew. In Hosea the
Greek renders a Hebrew feminine form (" kadeshot") ambiguously;]erome, apparently hav
ing only the Greek text, put this into Latin as "effeminati"-inadvertently stigmatizing
persons who were in fact female for being feminine.

26. Precisely what is meant by "effeminati" is indeterminable. The word is used for all
but one (Deut. 23: 18; 17 in the Vulgate) of the occurrences of" kadash" in the Vulgate.
"Whoremonger" is probably the meaning of "scortator" here (Deut. 23: 17), although the
Greek is ambiguous and could refer either to a man who had recourse to or was himself a
prostitute.

27. In a very few cases writers cited one of these passages as corroboration of antihomo
sexual feelings, but never as authority for them. Clement of Alexandria, for instance, did
refer to Deut. 23: 18 in the Paedagogus (see app. 2), but he also invoked passages which no
one else regarded as related in any way to homosexuality (e.g., ]er. 12: 9); and it was his
animal argument, not his exegesis, which was repeated by those under his influence.
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The only place in the Old Testament where homosexual acts per se are
mentioned is Leviticus:

Thou shalt not lie with mankind, as with womankind: it is
abomination. [18:22]

If a man also lie with mankind, as he lieth with a woman, both of
them have committed an abomination: they shall surely be put to
death; their blood shall be upon them. [20: 13, KJV]28

The Hebrew word "toevah" (i1~~;~), here translated "abomination," 29

does not usually signify something intrinsically evil, like rape or theft
(discussed elsewhere in Leviticus), but something which is ritually unclean
for Jews, like eating pork or engaging in intercourse during menstruation,
both of which are prohibited in these same chapters. It is used throughout
the Old Testament to designate those Jewish sins which involve ethnic
contamination or idolatry and very frequently occurs as part of the stock
phrase "toevah ha-goyim," "the uncleanness of the Gentiles" (e.g., 2 [4]
Kings 16 :3). For example, in condemnations of temple prostitution in
volving idolatry, "toevah" is employed (e.g., I [3] Kings 14: 24), while in
prohibitions of prostitution in general a different word, "zimah," appears
(e.g., Lev. 19: 29). Often "toevah" specifically means "idol," 30 and its
connection with idolatry is patent even within the context of the passages
regarding homosexual acts. Leviticus I 8 is specifically designed to distinguish
the Jews from the pagans among whom they had been living, or would live,
as its opening remarks make clear-" After the doings of the land of Egypt,
wherein ye dwelt, shall ye not do: and after the doings of the land of Canaan,
whither I shall bring you, shall ye not do: neither shall ye walk in their
ordinances" (3, KJV). And the prohibition of homosexual acts follows im
mediately upon a prohibition of idolatrous sexuality (also "toevah"): 31

"And thou shalt not let any of thy seed pass through the fire to Molech,
neither shalt thou profane the name of thy God... " (2 I, KJV).

Chapter 20 begins with a prohibition of sexual idolatry almost identical
with this, and like 18, its manifest (and stated: 20: 3-4) purpose is to elaborate
a system of ritual" cleanliness" whereby the Jews will be distinguished from
neighboring peoples. Although both chapters also contain prohibitions (e.g.,
against incest and adultery) which might seem to stem from moral absolutes,

28. LXX: "Kat J-LETa apaEvos OU KotJ-LTj{}~aTJ KOLTTjV yvVatKos· f3S'AVYJ-La yap €aTtV"
(18: 22); "Kat os av KOtJ-LTJ{}fj J-LETa apaEvos KOLTTJV yvVatKos, f3S'AVYfta €7ToLTJaav
aJ-LepoTEpOt· {}avaTova{}waav J EVOXOL Elatv" (20: 13).

29. The connotations of this word, alien to both the Hebrew and Greek originals, have
greater significance than may be immediately apparent.

30. E.g., Isa. 44: 19; Ezek. 7:20, 16:36;Jer. 16: 18; cf. Deut. 7:25-26.
31. See 2 (4) Kings 16: 3, where this practice is specifically condemned as C:';~iJ n;:1~h.
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their function in the context of Leviticus 18 and 20 seems to be as symbols of
Jewish distinctiveness.32 This was certainly the interpretation given them by
later Jewish commentaries, for example, that of Maimonides.33 As moral
imperatives the same matters are taken up elsewhere in the Old Testament
(e.g., in Exod. 20 or Deut. 4 and 10) without the ritualistic concerns which
appear to underlie these chapters.34

The distinction between intrinsic wrong and ritual impurity is even more
finely drawn by the Greek translation, which distinguishes in "toevah"
itself the separate categories of violations of law or justice (avOJLLa) and
infringements of ritual purity or monotheistic worship ({3D€AVYfLa). 35 The
Levitical proscriptions of homosexual behavior fall in the latter category.36

In the Greek, then, the Levitical enactments against homosexual behavior

32 . The argument that the invocation of the death penalty for the acts in question is
significant of their unique enormity is unconvincing. It presupposes that the relation of the
penalty to severity of the crime in OT strictures may be determined with sufficient consistency
to outweigh the obvious import of the distinction between toevah and other sorts of crimes.
The tradition of Jewish exegesis argues against this: the Mishnah generally ignores the
occurrence or nonoccurrence of specific penalties in the OT and comments on the gravity of
offenses according to their similarity to other forbidden activities. Thus incest, bestiality,
blasphemy, soothsaying, violation of the Sabbath laws, intercourse with a betrothed virgin,
cursing one's parents, sorcery, and filial disobedience are all listed in the Talmud, Sanhedrin
7.4, as deserving the death penalty, although only two or three specifically incur such
punishment in the OT. Obviously the Jewish commentary did not regard the stated
punishment (or lack thereof) as an index of moral gravity. Cf. Noonan, p. 50. Although
Philo and other Hellenized Jews regarded homosexual acts as singularly reprehensible, the
general exegetical tradition is much better exemplified by the Mishnah's attitude, which
regarded male homosexuality as punishable along with all other idolatrous or ritually
impure behavior; and by such later authorities as Maimonides, who specifically and repeat
edly equated homosexual acts with matters like the hybridization of cattle, which had long
since become morally indifferent in the Christian tradition.

33. See, e.g., The Code of Maimonides, bk. 5, The Book of Holiness, 21.8.
34. It might also be observed that there is considerable room for doubt about precisely

what is being prohibited. The Hebrew reads literally, "You shall not sleep the sleep of a
woman with a man." Jewish moralists have debated for a millennium about exactly what
constitutes" the sleep ofa woman" and who is technically a "man": see, e.g., in the Talmud,
Sanhedrin 7.4.53A; and Maimonides' commentary in the Code 5.1.14. Moreover, since the
actions of the kadeshim were specifically labeled as toevah (e.g., in I [3] Kings 14: 24), one
might well infer that the condemnations in Leviticus were in fact aimed at curbing temple
prostitution in particular rather than homosexual behavior in general. This was not the
usual understanding of the later Jewish tradition, but it is suggested by the LXX, upon which
Christian moralists drew.

35· See LXX translations of Deut. 7:25-26,3 Kings 14:24; 4 Kings 16:3; Isa. 44:19,
Jer. 16: 18 (" toavot" here, being more general and serious than the preceding "nivlat
shikutz," is rendered "dVOJ-LLU," "f38EAVYi-LU" then being used to render the preceding
term), and Ezek. 7: 20; cf. the rendering in Ezek. 16: 36 and the juxtaposition in 8: 6 and g.

36. This division is maintained in the NT: Saint Paul uses" dvopia" to designate sin or
injustice in general-e.g., Rom. 2:12,4:7; 2 Cor. 6:14; 2 Thess. 2:7; Heb. I:g-and
"f38EAVYi-LU" or its derivatives in reference to idolatry or violations ofJewish ritual purity in
particular-Rom. 2:22; Titus 1 :16.
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characterize it unequivocally as ceremonially unclean rather than inherently
evil. This was not lost on Greek-speaking theologians, many of whom con
sidered that such behavior had been forbidden the Jews as part of their
distinctive ethical heritage or because it was associated with idolatry,37 not
as part of the law regarding sexuality and marriage, which was thought to be
of wider application. The irrelevance of the verses was further emphasized
by the teaching of both Jesus and Paul that under the new dispensation it was
not the physical violation of Levitical precepts which constituted "abom
ination" (" /3SEAVY!-ta") 38 but the interior infidelity of the soul.

Even where such subtleties were not well understood, however, the
Levitical proscriptions were not likely to have much effect on early Christian
morality. Within a few generations of the first disciples, the majority of
converts to Christianity were not Jews, and their attitude toward Jewish law
was to say the least ambivalent. Most Christians regarded the Old Testament
as an elaborate metaphor for Christian revelation; extremely few considered
it morally binding in particular details. Romans and Greeks found Jewish
dietary customs distasteful and squalid and had so profound an aversion to
circumcision, the cornerstone of Mosaic law, that large and often bloody
conflicts resulted from their efforts to extirpate it. 39 I t would have been
difficult to justify the imposition of only those portions of Leviticus which
supported personal prejudices, and even without circumcision it is difficult
to imagine the wholesale adoption by the Graeco-Roman world of Levitical
laws which prohibited the consumption of pork, shellfish, rabbit-all staples
of Mediterranean diet-or of meats containing blood or fat. Thorough
reaping and gleaning of fields, hybridization, clothing of more than one type
of fabric, cutting of the beard or hair 4°-all were condemned under Jewish
law, and all were integral parts of life under the Empire. Viewed through the
lenses of powerful modern taboos on the subject, the prohibition of homo
sexual relations may seem to have been of a different order: to those condi
tioned by social prejudice to regard homosexual behavior as uniquely
enormous, the Levitical comments on this subject may seem to be of far

37. E.g., Eusebius of Caesaria Praeparationis evangelicae libri quindecim 4.16 (" De antiqua
hominum immolandorum consuetudine," PG, 21: 276); and the Apostolic Constitutions (as
below).

38. Luke 16: 15, Rom. 2:22, Titus I: 10-16.
39. For a brief but judicious summary of Roman anti-Semitism, see A. N. Sherwin-White,

Racial Prejudice in Imperial Rome (Cambridge, 1967). For a recent review of the vast
literature on this subject, see K. R. Stow, "The Church and the Jews," in Bibliographical
Essays in Medieval Jewish Studies (New York, 1976), esp. pp. 114-17.

40. It was in fact about the time that the Christian religion became popular that the
custom ofshaving became universal in the Roman world, and beards were not popular again
until the reign of Hadrian. Some Christian writers, notably Clement of Alexandria, did
object to shaving, but none made much fuss about cutting the hair of the head.
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greater weight than the proscriptions surrounding them. But the ancient
world, as has been shown, knew no such hostility to homosexuality. The Old
Testament strictures against same-sex behavior would have seemed to most
Roman citizens as arbitrary as the prohibition of cutting the beard, and they
would have had no reason to assume that it should receive any more attention
than the latter.

In fact non-Jewish converts to Christianity found most of the provisions of
Jewish law extremely burdensome, if not intolerable, and a fierce dispute
racked the early church over whether Christians should be bound by it or
not. The issue was finally resolved at the Council ofJerusalem (ca. A.D. 49;
see Acts 15). After long and bitter debate within the highest ranks of the
Christian community, it was decided that pagan converts to the Christian
faith would not be bound by any requirements of the Mosaic law-including
circumcision-with four exceptions: they were to "abstain from pollutions of
idols, from blood, from things strangled, and from fornication." 41 An
apostolic letter was sent to Gentile Christians informing them of this decision
and specifically censuring efforts of Jewish Christians to impose Jewish law
on them beyond these matters.

Neither" pollutions of idols" nor "fornication" was or could be inter
preted as referring to homosexuality. The former alluded to food which had
been sacrificed to idols and was afterward often served at meals in pagan
homes, as is made clear in the apostolic letter itself (v. 29) and elsewhere in
the New Testament (e.g., Acts 21 :25, I Cor. 8: 10). Although there is some
ambiguity about the Greek word" TTOpV€ta" here translated" fornication," it
is clearly distinct from the term "f3oeAvyp,a," under which the Levitical
proscriptions of homosexuality are comprised. Homosexuality is nearly
always distinguished from "fornication" in patristic literature,42 although
sometimes subsumed under "adultery" ("p,OLx€ta"). In the New Testament
itself (e.g., I Cor. 6: 9 and I Tim. I : 10) each of the latter is listed as a category

4 I. "'ATT€x€a(JaL €low)..o(Jv'TWV KaL a ifJ-a'To~ KaL TTVLK'TWV KaL TTOpV€La~" (15: 29; cf. 20).
42. See, e.g., Apostolic Constitutions 28 (PG, I: 984), where such a distinction is carefully

drawn: ~ Eooof-Lwv af-Lap'TLa is classified as f30€)..VK'T~, while TTOpV€La is discussed in a com
pletely separate category, dOLKLa. (Cf. the common triple prohibition: "ov TTOpV€Va€L~, ov
fJ-0LX€Va€L~, ov TTaLoo4>(Jop~a€L~," which occurs in the Epistle of Barnabas, Clement's
Paedagogus, the Apostolic Constitutions, etc. See also Damascene Sacra parallela 2. I I [PG,

96: 248] : "TT€PL TTOpV€La~, KaL fJ-OLX€La~, KaL dpa€VOKOL'TLa~.") In Latin the same distinction
was maintained: fornicatio referred only to heterosexual indulgence; sodomia or peccatum
contra naturam either constituted a form of adulterium or an abominatio. Beginning in the eighth
century some prominent theologians did subsume homosexual behavior under fornicatio,
but by the period of the Scholastics the older use again prevailed. For a particularly clear
Scholastic definition of the various terms, see Albertus Magnus Summa theologiae, 2.28. I 22. I .4,
in Opera, ed. August Borgnet (Paris, 1895), 33: 400. Aquinas also distinguished fornicatio
from vitia contra naturam, considering the generic name for such sins to be luxuria: see his
Summa theologiae 2a.2ae. 154. I I.
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quite separate from the words which modern translators have taken to refer
to homosexuality,43 and the word "1TopveLa" occurs in discussions of sexual
immorality as a specific type of behavior, not as the general designation for
such activity. 44

It can be argued, moreover, that even the four exceptions listed in Acts
were imposed upon new Christians not by way of moral judgment on the
acts involved but simply to facilitate interaction between pagan-born and
Jewish members of Christian communities (by encouraging the former to
eschew behavior whose profanity might particularly offend Jews adhering to
Levitical precepts).45 This point of view is supported by scriptural evidence
(e.g., 1 Cor. 10:32) as well as by the almost complete silence on the issue of
strangled meat and blood in subsequent Christian moral teaching 46-a
silence which would be perplexing if the church had considered the excep
tions mentioned at the Council ofJerusalem to be binding moral judgments.

The struggle over the issue of Gentile Christians and the Mosaic law was
such a profound trauma for the early church that once it was resolved there
was no thought of trying to bind new Christians-even converts from
Judaism-by its proscriptions. Saint Paul urged Christians not to be "en-
tangled again with the yoke of bondage" (Gal. 5: 1-2) or to give "heed to
Jewish fables, and commandments of men, that turn from the truth," for
"unto the pure all things are pure" (Titus 1 : 14-15). In fact he went so far as to
assert that" if ye be circumcised, Christ shall profit you nothing" (Gal. 5: 2).

Almost no early Christian writers appealed to Leviticus as authority
against homosexual acts. 47 A few patristic sources invoked Levitical prece-

43. The most common Latin gloss of the Middle Ages regarded immunditia (e.g., in 2 Cor.
12: 2 I) as the generic designation for" unnatural" sins and distinguished it specifically from

fornicatio (PL, 192: 89). Cf. commentary by Aquinas in Summa as above (n. 42).
44. E.g., 2 Cor. 12: 2 I : "aKa(}apa{~ Kat 7TOpVE{~ Kat aaEAYE{~"; Gal. 5: 19: "7TopvE{a,

aKa(}apa{a, aaEAyEta." For a medieval understanding of these terms, see Aquinas Summa
2a.2ae. I 54. I .5-6 .

45. See esp. the notes to the very clear JB translation of the passage in Acts. This was
certainly the medieval understanding; see, e.g., Aquinas Summa 2a.2ae.154.2.I.

46. But see below, p. 365.
47. Clement of Alexandria is an exception to this as to most generalizations, as are the

Apostolic Constitutions, a fourth-century work whose influence in the matter was minimal,
since they were hortatory rather than preceptive, never enjoyed wide acceptance as apostolic,
and were not known in the West until the sixteenth century. A fascinating effort to demon
strate the common basis of Mosaic and Roman law is preserved in a manuscript edited by
M. Hyamson, Mosaicarum et Romanarum legum collatio (London, 1913), useful as a text for
Roman law; but its influence on the Christian community was negligible (only three
manuscripts survive, and Hincmar of Reims is the only theologian of note to cite it). It is
highly selective in its use of Levitical material. Other medieval uses of Leviticus are equally
misleading. Isidore of Seville (Origines 6.8) claimed Mosaic law was the origin of Western
law, but he lived in a country which punished observance of the fundamental precepts of
that law-circumcision and dietary proscriptions-with death.
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dents about eating certain animals in relation to homosexuality, but they
did so incorrectly and offered the Levitical law only as a symbol of how God
felt about the animals. They did not suggest for a minute that the dietary
laws be observed in their entirety. It would simply not have occurred to most
early Christians to invoke the authority of the old law to justify the morality of
the new: the Levitical regulations had no hold on Christians and are mani
festly irrelevant in explaining Christian hostility to gay sexuality. Even in the
case of the exceptional Christian theologians who did refer to Leviticus
18: 22 or 20: 13, the opinions therein cannot be seen as the origin of their
attitudes, since they rejected the vast majority of Levitical precepts, retaining
only those which suited their personal prejudice. Their extreme selectivity in
approaching the huge corpus of Levitical law is clear evidence that it was
not their respect for the law which created their hostility to homosexuality
but their hostility to homosexuality which led them to retain a few passages
from a law code largely discarded.

If the Old Testament had no specific positive role in creating early
Christian attitudes toward homosexual acts, may it not have had a negative
role? Would not the complete silence on the subject of gay sexuality and the
predication of all Old Testament moral legislation on a heterosexual model
have predisposed Christians to reject homosexuality as alien to God's plan,
no matter how they viewed the authority ofJewish law? The assumption that
the creation of humankind through heterosexual union in Genesis and the
subsequent emphasis on marriage throughout the Old Testament demon
strates tacit rejection of gay sexuality is insupportable in a modern context,
and it does not seem to have occurred to early Christians. It does not figure
in any polemic on the subject and would have constituted an extremely weak
argument if it had. In fact intense love relations between persons of the same
gender figure prominently in the Old Testament-e.g., Saul and David,
David and Jonathan, Ruth and Naomi-and were celebrated throughout the
Middle Ages in both ecclesiastical and popular literature as examples of
extraordinary devotion, sometimes with distinctly erotic overtones. Moreover,
in an age which employed symbols and myths to explain all its fundamental
truths, it would have been obvious even to the most naive that in order to
account for the origins of the human race the writer of Genesis would in
evitably describe the creation of the separate sexes which produce offspring
and would comment on the nature of the union which brings about pro
creation. One would no more expect an account of gay love than of friend
ship in Genesis: neither could produce offspring, neither had and neither
would contribute to the story of the peopling of the earth.

Moral codes are generally silent on the subject ofhomosexuality, for reasons
described at length above. The laws of Rome have no more to say about
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homosexual relations than those of Israel, and they regulate marriage as
thoroughly, if with different purposes and assumptions. Yet no one would
imagine that this silence in Roman law betokened the absence of interest
or knowledge regarding homosexual behavior. If all that survived of Roman
literature were laws ambiguously denigrating homosexual liaisons of some
sort and a wealth ofregulations safeguarding the purity ofmarriage, historians
might well imagine that gay sexuality was unknown or severely repressed in
Rome. Such an inference would be wholly wrong in the case of Rome and
has scant justification in analysis of societies from which little erotic literature
surVIves.

What is more to the point is the fallacy of selective inference which under
lies this approach. Certainly opposition to homosexual behavior was not
seen by most non-Jews as the hallmark of the Jewish religion: Jews were most
noted for their dietary and ritual distinctiveness and for the practice of
circumcision. Since all three of these were abandoned wholesale by the
Christian community within less than 100 years of the inception of the
religion, it seems hardly likely that lingering prejudice against this or that
particular action could be ascribed to the overwhelming force of the Jewish
tradition.

Saint Paul, whose commitment to Jewish law had taken up most of his
life, never suggested that there was any historical or legal reason to oppose
homosexual behavior: ifhe did in fact object to it, it was purely on the basis of
functional, contemporary moral standards.

There are three passages in the writings of Paul which have been supposed
to deal with homosexual relations. Two words in I Corinthians 6: 9 and one
in I Timothy I : 10 have been taken at least since the early twentieth century
to indicate that "homosexuals" will be excluded from the kingdom of
heaven. 48

The first of the two, "J.LaAaKO,;" (basically, "soft"), is an extremely
common Greek word; it occurs elsewhere in the New Testament with the
meaning" sick" 49 and in patristic writings with senses as varied as "liquid,"
"cowardly," "refined," "weak willed," "delicate," "gentle," and
"debauched." 50 In a specifically moral context it very frequently means
"licentious," "loose," or "wanting in self-control. "51 At a broad level, it

48. For a more detailed examination of the significance of the words in question, see
app. I.

49. E.g., Matt. 11:8; cf. 4:23,9:35,10:1.
50. Dio Chrysostom, e.g., applies it to the demoralizing effect wrongly presumed to

attend learning (66.25); in Vettius Valens (113.22) it refers to general licentiousness;
Epictetus, a contemporary of Paul, used it to describe those too" softheaded" to absorb true
philosophy (Discourses 3.9).

51. Note that Aristotle explains exactly what he understands to be the moral significance
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might be translated as either "unrestrained" or "wanton," but to assume that
either of these concepts necessarily applies to gay people is wholly gratuitous.
The word is never used in Greek to designate gay people as a group or
even in reference to homosexual acts generically, and it often occurs in
writings contemporary with the Pauline epistles in reference to heterosexual
persons or activity. 52

What is more to the point, the unanimous tradition of the church through
the Reformation, and of Catholicism until well into the twentieth century,53
has been that this word applied to masturbation. This was the interpretation
not only of native Greek speakers in the early Middle Ages 54 but of the very
theologians who most contributed to the stigmatization of homosexuality. 55

No new textual data effected the twentieth-century change in translation of
this word: only a shift in popular morality. Since few people any longer
regard masturbation as the sort of activity which would preclude entrance
to heaven, the condemnation has simply been transferred to a group still
so widely despised that their exclusion does not trouble translators or
theologians.

The second word, "apa€voKol:TaL," is quite rare, and its application to
homosexuality in particular is more understandable. The best evidence,
however, suggests very strongly that it did not connote homosexuality to
Paul or his contemporaries but meant" male prostitute" until well into the
fourth century, after which it became confused with a variety of words for
disapproved sexual activity and was often equated with homosexuality.

The remaining passage, Romans I: 26-27, does not suffer from mistrans
lation, although little attention has been paid to the ramifications of its
wording: "For this cause God gave them up unto vile affections: for even
their women did change the natural use into that which is against nature:
And likewise, also the men, leaving the natural use of the woman, burned in
their lust one toward another; men with men working that which is

of JLa>..aK6~ in the Nicomachean Ethics 7.4.4-" unrestraint" in respect to bodily pleasures, a
moral defect hardly peculiar to gay people in the eyes of Aristotle or anyone else in the
ancient world.

52. E.g., in Plutarch's Erotikos 753; cf. 751, where even "/La>"(JaK6~"-aword with clearer
relation to passive sexuality in men (see chap. 3: Caelius Aurelianus, a late imperial
physician, called passive men" malthacoe ")-is applied to heterosexuality.

53. See, e.g., H. Noldin, Summa theologiae moralis scholarum usui (Leipzig, 1940), "De sexto
praecepto," I: 29; cf. the Catholic Encyclopedia (1967 ed.), s.v. "masturbation."

54. See, e.g.,]ejunator Poenitentiale (PG, 88: 1893): "fQaavTw~Kat. TT'€pt. JLa>..aK{a~, -ry~ Svw
€laLV at SLa4>opaL' /LLa /L€V ~ Sui OlK€La~ X€Lpd~ €V€PYOVJL€vrr €T€pa S€ TJ SL' d>">"oTpLa~."

55. At least from the time of Aquinas on, all moral theologians defined "mollitia" or
"mollicies" (the Latin equivalent of "/La>"aK{a") as masturbation: see Summa theologiae
2.2.154.1 I, Resp., and Vincent of Beauvais Speculum doctrinale 4.162.
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unseemly, and receiving in themselves that recompense of their error which
was meet" (KJV).56

It is sometimes argued that the significance of the passage lies in its
connection with idolatry: i.e., that Paul censures the sexual behavior of the
Romans because he associates such behavior with orgiastic pagan rites in
honor of false gods. 57 This might seem to be suggested by the Old Testament
condemnations of temple prostitution. Paul may have been familiar with
temple prostitution, both homosexual and heterosexual, and it is reasonable
to conjecture that he is here warning the Romans against the immorality of
the kadeshim. The fact that the overall structure of the chapter juxtaposes the
sexual activities in question with the superstitious beliefs of the Romans adds
further credence to this theory, as do possible Old Testament echoes.

Under closer examination, however, this argument proves to be inade
quate. First of all, there is no reason to believe that homosexual temple
prostitution was more prevalent than heterosexual or that Paul, had he been
addressing himself to such practices, would have limited his comments to the
former. Second, it is clear that the sexual behavior itself is objectionable to
Paul, not merely its associations. Third, and possibly most important, Paul
is not describing cold-blooded, dispassionate acts performed in the interest of
ritual or ceremony: he states very clearly that the parties involved" burned
in their lust one toward another" (" €gEKav()Tjaav €V Tn OpEgEL aVTWV Els
cL\A~"ovs"). It is unreasonable to infer from the passage that there was any
motive for the behavior other than sexual desire.

On the other hand, it should be recognized that the point of the passage is
not to stigmatize sexual behavior of any sort but to condemn the Gentiles for
their general infidelity. There was a time, Paul implies, when monotheism
was offered to or known by the Romans, but they rejected it (vv. I9-23).58The
reference to homosexuality is simply a mundane analogy to this theological

56. Although Paul does not invoke or explicitly allude to any previous scriptural attitudes
toward homosexuality, these verses resemble or echo a number of other passages (in addition
to the Testament of N aphtali: see below, n. 65). A general similari ty to Wis. 12: 23-27 is often
pointed out, but glosses and commentators have generally failed to notice that v. 26 is
remarkably similar to a passage in Ezek. 7: 20: ""EVf.Kf.V TOVTOV DEDwKU UVTa UVTOLS' f.LS'
Q.KuOUpatuv." This line in Ezekiel relates to idolatry and may be an indication that there is
some connotation of temple prostitution involved in Paul's comments, although no such
deduction is necessary.

57. E.g., by Herman van de Spijker, Die gleichgeschlechtliche Zuneigung (Freiburg, 1968),
pp. 82ff.

58. The idea that pagans had once had a chance at salvation is a commonplace of Semitic
religious polemic: see the Qur'an II: 33. All subsequent exegesis assumed that the pagans
could have known the truth if they had wished to (e.g., Theodoret: "EL yap D~ YVWVUt UVTOV
Ef3ovA~O"f)auv TOtS Of.LOtS' av ~KovAov01Jauv v0ft0tS'," Interpretatio Epistolae ad Romanos 1

[PG, 82: 63]).
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sin; it is patently not the crux of this argument. Once the point has been
made, the subject of homosexuality is quickly dropped and the major
argument resumed (vv. 28ff.).

What is even more important, the persons Paul condemns are manifestly
not homosexual: what he derogates are homosexual acts committed by
apparently heterosexual persons. The whole point of Romans I, in fact, is to
stigmatize persons who have rejected their calling, gotten off the true path
they were once on. It would completely undermine the thrust of the argu
ment if the persons in question were not" naturally" inclined to the opposite
sex in the same way they were "naturally" inclined to monotheism. What
caused the Romans to sin was not that they lacked what Paul considered
proper inclinations but that they had them: they held the truth, but "in
unrighteousness" (v. 18), because "they did not see fit to retain Him in their
knowledge" (v. 28).

This aspect of the verses, overlooked by modern scholarship, did not escape
the attention of early Christian writers. Noting that Paul carefully character
ized the persons in question as having abandoned the "natural use," Saint
John Chrysostom commented that Paul thus

deprives them of any excuse, ... observing of their women that they
"did change the natural use." No one can claim, he points out, that
she came to this because she was precluded from lawful intercourse or
that because she was unable to satisfy her desire she fell into this
monstrous depravity. Only those possessing something can change it ....

Again, he points out the same thing about the men, in a different way,
saying they" left the natural use of the woman." Likewise he casts aside
with these words every excuse, charging that they not only had
[legitimate] enjoyment and abandoned it, going after a different one,
but that spurning the natural they pursued the unnatural. 59

Although the idea that homosexuality represented a congenital physical
characteristic was widespread in the Hellenistic world 6°-and undoubtedly
well known to Chrysostom-it is not clear that Paul distinguished in his
thoughts or writings between gay persons (in the sense of permanent sexual
preference) and heterosexuals who simply engaged in periodic homosexual
behavior. It is in fact unlikely that many Jews of his day recognized such a
distinction, but it is quite apparent that-whether or not he was aware of their
existence-Paul did not discuss gay persons but only homosexual acts com
mitted by heterosexual persons.

59· Chrysostom In Epistolam ad Romanos, homily 4 (po, 60: 4 15-22).
60. Plato and Aristotle had both suggested variations on this idea, and it was a common

place of Roman medicine.
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There is, however, no clear condemnation of homosexual acts in the verses
in question. The expression "against nature" is the standard English
equivalent of Paul's Greek phrase" 7Tapa epvaLv," which was first used in this
context by Plato. Its original sense has been almost wholly obscured by 2,000

years of repetition in stock phrases and by the accretion of associations
inculcated by social taboos, patristic and Reformation theology, Freudian
psychology, and personal misgivings.

The concept of "natural law" was not fully developed until more than a
millennium after Paul's death,61 and it is anachronistic to read it into his
words. For Paul, "nature" was not a question of universal law or truth but,
rather, a matter of the character of some person or group of persons, a char
acter which was largely ethnic and entirely human: Jews are Jews "by
nature," just as Gentiles are Gentiles "by nature."62 "Nature" is not a
moral force for Paul: men may be evil or good "by nature," depending on
their own disposition. 63 A possessive is always understood with" nature" in

6 I. Philo Judaeus and a few of the Greek fathers clearly entertained some notion of over
riding laws of" nature," violation of which was inherently sinful even for those ignorant of
the law of God. Even in Philo, however, there is considerable overlap of divine law, "natural
law," human legislation, and other sources of moral insight: see H. A. Wolfson, Philo:
Foundations of Religious Philosophy in]udaism, Christianity, and Islam (Cambridge, Mass., 1947),
2: 303ff. Among the fathers influenced by or familiar with Philo's (or similar) ideas the
confusion was increased rather than diminished, and in the West there was little clear
apprehension of the concept until the High Middle Ages. The writings attributed to Paul
show no familiarity with such associations of "nature," and if some familiarity had been
present, it would indicate little about Paul's attitude, since the tradition itself was so con
fused. A strikingly similar passage in Plutarch (Moralia 751), for instance, uses" 7Tapa ~vaLv"

and "daX~fLwv" together in discussing homosexuality, but it is hardly illuminating. The
latter term is juxtaposed with "dva~p6SLTO~," an expression which would have been
meaningless to Paul, and "7Tapa ~va"v" is used later in the same work (761 E) to describe
with obvious approbation-courage in women. Cf. 755C: "fH yap ~vaL~ 7TapaVOfL€LTaL

, "
yvvaLKoKpaTOvfL€~·

62. Gal. 2: 15: (f ~fL€(S ~Va€L 'IovSaLoL "; Rom. 2: 27: "€K ~va€w~ dKpo{3vaTla"
(literally, "uncircumcision by nature").

63· Eph. 2:3: "T€Kva~va€Ldpyfj~";Rom.2: 14: "~Va€LTaTOVvofLov7TOLwaLv."Theonly
instance in which" nature" seems to have a moral significance for Paul greater than simply
"human nature" is 1 Cor. II: 14 (KJV) : "Doth not even nature itself teach you, that, ifa man
have long hair, it is a shame unto him?" But it would be fatuous to imagine that" nature"
even in the most idealized sense could have an effect on the length of a man's hair. Idealized
natural ethical systems would be more apt to prohibit cutting one's hair than to invoke
"nature" as proof of the desirability of short hair. Clearly Paul here uses" nature" in the
sense of custom, tradition, or ethical heritage, ignoring (or rejecting) the usual dichotomy
in Greek between custom and nature (xpfjalS and ~vaL~; e.g., in Ignatius to the Trallians:
"ov KaTa xpfjaLv dAAa KaTa ~vaLv," I: I). He thus fuses the concept of mores with that of
innate character. The enormously complicated question of the relationship between ~JaL~

and vOfLo~ enters into this discussion as well. By Paul's time much of the earlier meaning of
"vofLo~"had been-somewhat illogically-subsumed under "~vaL~."Biblical scholars have
barely begun to wrestle with what NT writers understood by these terms, whose meaning even
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Pauline writings: it is not" nature" in the abstract but someone's "nature,"
the Jews' "nature" or the Gentiles' "nature" or even the pagan gods'
"nature" ("When ye knew not God, ye did service unto them which by
nature [i.e., by their nature] are no gods," Gal. 4: 8, KJV).64

"Nature" in Romans I: 26, then, should be understood as the personal
nature of the pagans in question. This is made even clearer by the strikingly
similar passage in the Testament of Naphtali, a roughly contemporary docu
ment whose comment on this subject was obviously influenced by (if not an
influence on) Paul's remarks. 65 "The Gentiles, deceived and having aban
doned the Lord, changed their order.... [Be ye not therefore] like Sodom,
which changed the order of its nature. Likewise also the Watchers66 changed
the order of their nature ..." (3.3.4-5).67

" Against" is, moreover, a somewhat misleading translation of the prep
osition "7Tapu." In New Testament usage "7Tapa" connotes not "in opposi
tion to" (expressed by " KaTU") 68 but, rather, "more than," "in excess of";
immediately before the passage in question, for example, what the King
James renders as "more than" (the creator) is the same preposition.69

in Attic is hotly disputed. For illuminating studies, see W. J. Beardslee, The Use ofepYEIE in
Fifth-Century Greek Literature (Chicago, 1918); A. W. H. Adkins, Moral Values and Political
Behavior in Ancient Greece (London, 1972); and Andre Pellicer, Natura: etude semantique et
historique du mot latin (Paris, 1966), pp. 17-35.

64. "'EOovAEvuaTE TOLS cPVUEL fL~ OVULV OEOLS." Note the theme of infidelity, parallel to
that in Rom. I: 26-27.

65. The date and the origin of the Testament ofNaphtali are the subject oflively controversy.
Opinions range from those favoring Jewish authorship possibly as early as the third century
B.C. to those suggesting Christian composition by a disciple of Saint Paul. Since the discovery
of Semitic fragments of Naphtali in the caves at Qumran, some connection with the Essene
community there has been generally assumed, but the looseness of the relationship between
the Semitic fragments and the Greek text, as well as the numerous Christian elements in the
Greek, make more precise identification difficult. Marc Philonenko made a strong case for
Essene authorship with few Christian additions (us interpolations chretiennes des Testaments
des Douze Patriarches et les Manuscrits de Qumran [Paris, 1960]) but was superseded by the more
restrained arguments ofJ tirgen Becker (Untersuchungen zur Enstehungsgeschichte der Testamente
der <wolf Patriarchen [Leiden, 1970]). Probably the issue will not be solved without further
documentation, and the best that can be argued at present is that there is some connection
between the Pauline writings and the testament.

66. See Bailey, pp. 12-2 I .

67. ""EOv'Y) 1TAavTJOEVTa Kat acPEVTa KVPLOV ~AAotwuav T~V 7'a~LV aV7'Wv. ... M~ YEVTJu8€
WS };60o/-La, ijTIS €vr}AAa~E Ta~LV cPVU€WS UVTfjS. t O/-LOLWS O£ Kat. oi 'EYP~YOPOL €vr}AAa~av

TattV cPVUEWS aVTWV. .. ," in The Greek Versions of the Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs, ed.
R. H. Charles (Oxford, 1908), pp. 149-50 (this edition should be supplemented with that of
M. deJonge, Testamenta XII Patriarcharum [Leiden, 1964], p. 54). The similarity of wording
and context down to such details as the use of" 1TAavEw" and" acPEV7'a " would hardly seem
to admit of coincidence.

68. This is, e.g., the word Jesus uses in observing that" he that is not against you [KaO'
vfLwv] is for you," Luke 9: 50; cf. 1 I : 23, KaT' E/-L0V.

69. Although in certain stock phrases such as "1Tapa 06~av" "contrary to" may be the
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Finally, this exact same phrase-" 1Tapa cPvaLv"-is used later in the same
epistle to describe the activity of God in saving the Gentiles: "For if thou
wert cut out of the olive tree which is wild by nature, and wert graffed
contrary to nature [1Tapa cPvaLv] into a good olive tree: how much more shall
these, which be the natural branches, be graffed into their own olive tree?"
(Rom. I I : 24, KJV). Since God himself is here described as acting "against
nature," it is inconceivable that this phrase necessarily connotes moral
turpitude. Rather, it signifies behavior which is unexpected, unusual, or
different from what would occur in the normal order of things: "beyond
nature," perhaps, but not "immoral." There is no implication of the con
travening of "natural law" in Paul's use of this phrase,70 and for Chris
tians familiar with all of the books which now comprise the New Testament
the phrase may have had no negative implications at all; in 2 Peter
2 : 12, for example, a similar passage employs "natural" as a term of
derogation. 71

Paul believed that the Gentiles knew of the truth of God but rejected it
and likewise rejected their true" nature" as regarded their sexual appetites,
going beyond what was "natural" for them and what was approved for the
Jews. It cannot be inferred from this that Paul considered mere homoerotic
attraction or practice morally reprehensible,72 since the passage strongly
implies that he was not discussing persons who were by inclination gay and

best rendering of "7Tapa" with the accusative, this is a much less frequent usage than the
meaning of" more than" or "beyond." In the majority of the twenty-four occurrences of
"7Tapu" with the accusative in the Pauline epistles" beyond" is the only possible translation,
and in all of them it is quite as admissible as "against." This very phrase is in fact frequently
translated into Latin as "beyond" nature rather than" against" it: Rufinus quotes Origen
as giving" extra naturam" rather than" contra" (Commentaria in Epistolam ad Romanos
4.474-75), and the Codex Boerneriani translates the Greek as "secus naturam." Cf.
Tertullian's "et in sexus ultra naturae" (PL, 2: 987).

70. The English" extralegal" offers some parallel, in that it implies not violation of the law
but, rather, lack of reference to it.

7 I. See discussion below. The resemblance between "T~V dVTLJLLa8lav ~v ;DEL TijS- 7TAUV7JS-"
at Rom. I: 27 and" dDLKOVJLEVOL JLLa80v dDLKlas-" at 2 Pet. 2: 13 would probably have been
noticed by those familiar with both epistles.

72. Beyond this phrase there is certainly very little in the passage to justify the horror and
severe censure that homosexuality has often elicited from the Christian community. The
words translated by the KJV as "vile affections"-" 7Tu87J aTLJLlas-"-are words of very
broad interpretation. The term "7TUOOS-" can apply to almost any human activity-a
feeling, an experience, an endeavor-and has no moral coloration whatever. On the other
hand, "aTLJLla" clearly refers to dishonor. The question is, Whence arises the dishonor
from the act itself, from God's attitude toward it, or from the attitude of the community?
Without attempting to demonstrate the relevance of classical usage, which tends over
whelmingly to the last of the three, it is possible to get a good cross-reference from the Pauline
writings themselves: in 2 Cor. 6: 8 "dTLJ-l-ia" is employed in the sense of ill repute in contrast
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since he carefully observed, in regard to both the women and the men, that
they changed or abandoned the "natural use" to engage in homosexual
activities.

In sum, there is only one place in the writings which eventually became
the Christian Bible where homosexual relations per se are clearly pro
hibited-Leviticus-and the context in which this prohibition occurred
rendered it inapplicable to the Christian community, at least as moral law.
It is almost never cited as grounds for objection to homosexual acts (except
allegorically; see chap. 6). The notion that Genesis I g-the account of
Sodom's destruction-condemned homosexual relations was the result of

to wickedness. I t refers in fact to the servants of God, who are thought ill of by the world. In
I Cor. 15:43 the same meaning occurs-"What is sown in dishonor rises in glory "-and
the pejorative sense is as ironic as in the first passage. In 2 Cor. 1 1 : 2 I the sense again re
quires that it is "the others" who consider the Christians worthy of reproach. In I Cor.
I I : 14 it is a question of a man's wearing his hair long, which is seen as a "shame." It is
possible that this constitutes a case of the shame being inherent in the act, but it seems more
likely that the" shame" is the opprobrium of the community. Rom. 9: 2 I and 2 Tim. 2: 20

both use the word in reference to pots. Probably the best interpretation of the phrase" pots
made for dishonor" is that they are chamber pots. Few people would be prepared to assert
that chamber pots are morally reprehensible, so again "a-TLfLta" refers to human values.
People find chamber pots unpleasant, and they are therefore considered "ignoble." The
passions, therefore, to which God has given over the pagans are most probably" degrading"
rather than evil, in that they incur the disrespect of society (cf. v. 24: they" dishonor their
own bodies among themselves "). This is confirmed by the otherwise mysterious reference at
the end of this discussion to the" recompense" such men receive" in themselves," "which
was meet." Moreover, Jerome clearly understood the word in this sense (he translated it as
"ignominia "), as did subsequent Greek exegetes. Theodoret observes that" ignominy is the
ultimate punishment" (" TLfLwpLa yap €axaTYJ ... ~ UTLfLLa," PG, 82 :63). There are only two
other words of possible moral value in the passage. One is "7TAavYJ," translated accurately
by the KJV as "error." This word occurs in NT eleven times, four of them in the writings
ascribed to Paul. It is patent that Paul uses it only in the sense of a mistake, never with any
associations of moral turpitude. The other word is "aaXYJfLoavV'y)," charmingly rendered in
the KJV as "that which is unseemly." " :4.aXYJfLoavvYJ " occurs in the LXX as a noun, but in the
NT only a related verb and adjective appear. In I Cor. 12: 23 it appears in reference to the
"uncomely" parts of the body, which nevertheless have" more abundant comeliness." In
I Cor. 13:5 the verb" aaXYJfLovEL" is translated by Jerome as "est ambitiosa," by the KJV

"behave itself unseemly," by the RSV "is arrogant," by the Confraternity (following the
Douay) "is ambitious." (A negative has been deleted from both the Greek and the English
to avoid confusion.) 1 Cor. 7: 36 offers in the KJV "behaveth himself uncomely." The
allusion is to a father who does not give his virgin daughter in marriage, and there can
certainly be no question of moral failure here, despite Jerome's translation as "turpem
se videri." The matter could be better viewed in terms of what is most becoming or seemly.
In point of fact the noun in question is merely a privative of "axf}fLa," which has many
meanings, all revolving around the basic concept of appearance or form. As has been
observed, Paul does not associate it with any clearly discernible moral concept, and it has
here, as elsewhere in his works, the idea that what is going on does not make a good appear
ance-completing the idea that pagans render themselves liable to social opprobrium by
engaging in such activities.
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myths popularized during the early centuries of the Christian era but not
universally accepted until much later and only erratically invoked in dis
cussions of the morality of gay sexuality. Many patristic authors concluded
that the point of the story was to condemn inhospitality to strangers; others
understood it to condemn rape; most interpreted it in broadly allegorical
terms, only tangentially related to sexuality. There was no word in classical
Hebrew or Greek for "homosexual," and there is no evidence, linguistic or
historical, to suggest that either the kadeshim of the Old Testament or the
apa€VOKo'irul of the New were gay people or particularly given to homo
sexual practices. On the contrary, it is clear that these words merely desig
nated types of prostitutes: in the case of the former, those associated with
pagan temples; in that of the latter, active (as opposed to passive) male
prostitutes servicing either sex.

Romans I did not condemn homosexual behavior as "against nature" in
the sense of the violation of " natural law." No clear idea of " natural law"
existed in Paul's time or for many centuries thereafter. To Paul, the activities
in question were beyond nature in the sense of "extraordinary, peculiar," as
was the salvation of the Gentiles, described with the same phrase. Moreover,
the persons referred to were considered by influential early Christian theolo
gians to have been necessarily heterosexual (i.e., "naturally" attracted to the
opposite sex). There was no implication in the passage that homosexual acts,
much less homosexual persons, were necessarily sinful.

It might be urged that the general thrust of New Testament sexuality
would preclude licit homosexual relations for Christians regardless of specific
prohibitions. Any arguments which could be made in support of this position
however, would be anachronistic; on the basis of the text of the Bible alone
no such conclusion is warranted. Sexuality appears to have been largely a
matter of indifference to Jesus. His comments on sexual mores are extremely
few, especially in comparison with the frequency of his observations on such
matters as wealth and demonic possession, which were largely ignored by later
Christians. Even where sexuality is specifically mentioned, the aim is
generally to make a larger point: e.g., using the example of committing
adultery" in one's heart" to point out that it was the intent which con
stituted sin (Matt. 5: 28). Although he insisted on the indissolubility of the
marriage bond, he was widely thought to have advocated celibacy (Matt.
19: 10-12; some of his followers, notably Origen, took this quite literally),
and he certainly rejected the position of paramount importance accorded the
family under Mosaic law and Judaic culture (Matt. 8:21-22, 10:35-37,
12:46-50, 19:29; Luke 9:59-60, 14:26-27; etc.). When confronted with
adulterers, he recommended no punishment and clearly suggested that the
sins anyone else might have committed were of equal gravity (John 8: 3-1 1 ;
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cf. 4:16-19).73 He pronounced no condemnations of sexuality among the
unmarried74 and said nothing which bore any relation to homosexuality.
The only sexual issue of importance to Jesus appears to have been fidelity:
he did not mention the procreation or rearing of children in connection with
marriage but only its permanence, and he prohibited divorce except in cases
ofinfidelity.75 He was apparently celibate himself, and the only persons with
whom the Gospels suggest he had any special relationship were men, especi
ally Saint John, who carefully describes himself throughout his gospel as the
disciple whom Jesus loved.76

While Saint Paul did not specifically comment on gay feelings or life
styles, he would have disapproved of any form of sexuality which had as its
end purely sexual pleasure, and he might have disapproved of relationships
directed chiefly at the expression of erotic passion. He did not, however,
suggest any connection between sexuality and procreation-a link created by
a later age-and he clearly regarded licit sexuality as that contained within
a permanent and monogamous relationship. He not only permitted but urged
Christians to satisfy the sexual needs of their spouses (" Do not refuse each
other except by mutual consent, and then only for an agreed time, to leave
yourselves free for prayer," 1 Cor. 7:5, JB). In recommending celibacy, and
sexual abstinence even for the married, he did not adduce the evils of sexual
pleasure or concupiscence as arguments against the liceity of sex but clearly
indicated as the reason for Christian restraint in such matters the impending
arrival of the Kingdom of God, before which all earthly concerns should seem
secondary: "But this I say, brethren, the time is short: it remaineth, that
both they that have wives be as though they had none; and they that weep,
as though they wept not; ... and they that buy, as though they possessed
not" (1 Cor. 7: 29-30, KJV).

For Paul, Christian sexuality had little to do with" purity" of seed (" All
things are lawful unto me," I Cor. 6: 12) or of procreative justification for
sexual pleasure (" To avoid fornication, let every man have his own wife,"
7: 2) but was, rather, a question of good stewardship-of using sexuality in
a way that was not obsessive (" All things are lawful for me, but I will not be

73. The latter passage must be read in Greek to understand its potential ambiguity. The
Greek does not distinguish between "man" and "husband," both being expressed by
"dv~p," so that it is impossible to tell whether Jesus considers the five" men" with whom the
woman has lived to have been her" husbands" or not.

74· Matt. 15: 19 (Mark 7: 21) might be an exception to this, but neither the text nor the
context makes clear that Jesus intends to comment on the morality of extramarital sexuality
in general. The exact meaning of "TTOpV€La" in NT writings is unclear, and the word occurs
only four times in statements ofJesus; in two of these the meaning is clearly what later ages
would call "adultery" (Matt. 5:32,19:9).

75· Matt. 5:32, 19:9; Mark 10: 11-12 does not admit this exception.
76 . This was not lost on gay Christians of later ages: see below, pp. 225-26.
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brought under the power of any," 6: 12), did not cause scandal, and did not
distract Christians from the service of the Lord (" that ye may attend upon
the Lord without distraction," 7: 35, all KJV).

There is no inherent reason why unions between persons of the same sex
could not have met these moral criteria, but it may well be argued that the
complete silence of Christian writers on the subject and the exclusively
heterosexual focus of New Testament comments on sexuality reflect general
disapproval of homosexuality on the part ofJesus or the early church. Such a
conclusion fails to take cognizance of the historical circumstances surrounding
the formulation of early Christian sexual ethics. It is hardly surprising that
Jesus and Paul, in responding to questions put to them regarding marriage,
the family, and divorce, would frame their answers in terms of heterosexual
relationships. Their intent was manifestly not to explain or legislate on the
whole range of human affections, and they made no pretense of providing
moral guidance on all forms of love. They simply answered troublesome
questions about heterosexual marriage submitted to them by persons attempt
ing to establish a new sexual morality in societies where there were no social
services for the widowed or orphaned; no legal guarantees of protection for
unwed mothers or alimony for divorcees; no effective means of birth control
except abstinence, abortion, or abandonment of unwanted children.

Gay relationships, whether sexual or not, occasioned no legal difficulties,
left no one defenseless or unprovided for, created no unwanted pregnancies or
illegitimate offspring, and were not even likely to produce property-settle
ment problems. That early Christian writers did not feel called upon to
comment explicitly on such relationships is no more surprising than their
failure to mention household pets and is at least comparable to, if not sub
sumed under, the complete absence from their literature of references to the
type of romantic passion which is the basis for marriage in all industrialized
societies. Few Christian theologians before the twelfth century made any
references to what is today called" falling in love"; the phenomenon would
seem to have been completely unknown to Jesus and his followers and to most
of the church until the rise of what is loosely termed" courtly love" in the
twelfth century. The Greek word for romantic love (€pw~)-one of the most
common words among Greek speakers throughout the ancient world-does
not occur in the New Testament.

It does not, however, seem likely that the founders of the Christian church
did not know of "romantic love," or that they rejected it as immoral. It
appears in fact overwhelmingly probable that they considered it irrelevant
to basic questions of Christian doctrine, something which those who accepted
the teachings of Jesus would be able to regulate for themselves without
causing harm to others or being insensitive to the needs of weaker or legally
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disadvantaged members of society. Chrysostom carefully notes that in
derogating homosexual behavior among the pagans Saint Paul did not
describe people who "had fallen in love and were drawn to each other by
passion" but only those who" burned in their lust one toward another." 77
Enduring love between persons of the same gender, albeit erotic, may have
seemed quite a different matter.

The New Testament offered only an outline of social action. In general
only the most pressing moral questions are addressed by its authors. Details
of life appear only to illustrate larger points. No effort is made to elaborate a
comprehensive sexual ethic: Jesus and his followers simply responded to
situations and questions requiring immediate attention. They did not
comment extensively on friendship, although Jesus apparently considered it
the highest form of human commitment (John 15: 13-14),78 and of the few
comments in the Gospels on human familial love many appear to be negative.

The New Testament takes no demonstrable position on homosexuality.
To suggest that Paul's references to excesses of sexual indulgence involving
homosexual behavior are indicative of a general position in opposition to
same-sex eroticism is as unfounded as arguing that his condemnation of
drunkenness implies opposition to the drinking of wine. At the very most, the
effect of Christian Scripture on attitudes toward homosexuality could be
described as moot. The most judicious historical perspective might be that it
had no effect at all. The source of antigay feelings among Christians must be
sought elsewhere.

77. In Epistolam ad Romanos, homily 4 (translated in app. 2): "Ou yap EtTTELV, OTt.
~paa(}~aav Kat. €TTE(}V/-'-'f)aav aAA~AWV, aAA' E~EKav(J1Jaav €V Tfj dPE~EL aUTWV ELS' aAA~AovS'."

78. The relationship between this sort of "friendship," which appears to refer to the
"friendship" that all good men should extend to each other and the personal attachments
Jesus felt for such Gospel figures as Lazarus and Saint John, is unclear.





5 Christians and Social
Change

Christianity came to power in the Roman world during a period of profound
crisis. It is very difficult at this distance to distinguish the extent to which
the new religion was responsible for, responsive to, or incidentally coordinate
with the various transformations occurring in the Graeco-Roman world
during the early centuries of what is now called the Christian Era. It is even
more difficult to account for the apparent devolution, especially in the West,
of a brilliant and complex civilization into a comparatively much less
advanced state of organization and culture.

Two aspects of these changes may be closely related to the decline of
Roman tolerance on sexual issues, but it is impossible at present to do more
than characterize their possible effects. Their actual influence, their relation
to each other, and their relative importance as compared with other factors
can not be determined. Conjectures about changes of this magnitude in areas
so little understood will inevitably be unsatisfactory to a very large extent;
the dramatic alterations in sexual mores which accompanied the disintegra
tion of the Roman state and the rise of the barbarian kingdoms are clearly
vastly more complex than any briefapproach to a single aspect of the problem
can indicate, and they may eventually be shown to result from social phenom
ena as yet wholly unstudied.

One factor which may have had some impact was the increasing ruraliza
tion of the formerly urban cultural centers of Roman civilization. The
exhaustion of the urban elite was already noticeable in the second century
and grew steadily worse in the third and fourth as political instability,
economic change, social disruptions, natural disasters, and the lower birth
rate of the wealthy wiped out large numbers of Rome's noble families. The
ranks of the upper classes were replenished by the emperors largely by the
appointment to noble orders of wealthy provincials, whose fortunes (and
attitudes) had in many cases been less affected by economic conditions in
Rome than those of the urban patriciate.

During this same period the control of the Empire passed almost entirely

119
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into the hands of armies and generals, who made and unmade emperors with
dizzying celerity and determined to a large extent the policies of those in
power. After the first century A.D. few citizens of the city of Rome served in
its armies, and by the middle of the third century most soldiers were not even
recruited from rural Italy. Provincials (granted citizenship by Caracalla in
2 12 partly for this very purpose) and barbarian allies now made up the bulk
of the army; even officers were more and more often provincials or barbarians
who had been promoted through the ranks. From Julian's time half the
officers were Germans, and with the admission of the Goths in the fourth
century the Roman army ceased to be "Roman" in any aspect save nomen
clature.

Nor were the men placed on the imperial throne by these armies any more
"Roman" in outlook. Few of the emperors after the first century were born in
Rome; some were never even in the city. At the end of the fourth century the
poet Claudian lamented that only three emperors had even set foot in Rome
during the past century. The imperial court, as if consciously symbolizing
the steady ruralization of Roman society, moved first to Milan and then to
Ravenna. 1

Eventually external forces stormed and took the city of Rome itself, not
content to allow it to decay at its own pace, and imposed their own value
systems on it from without. But profound changes in the traditional values of
the city had begun centuries before the barbarians breached the city walls.
These changes took many forms: the importation of foreign religious cults,
especially those emphasizing magic and mystery; increased fascination with
foreign cultures and languages, especially those of Greece and Egypt; the for
mulation of escapist philosophies focused more on the spiritual world than
the perceptible one; increasing dependence by most of society on a state
imagined and claiming to be omnipotent, and the consequent extension of
the power of the state into increasingly minor and personal aspects of people's
lives; the rise or revitalization of ethical codes, such as Stoicism and some
branches of Christianity, that emphasized sexual morality and self-denial
rather than civic virtue or social contributions (and whose intellectual leaders
were often from provincial areas of the Empire).

As the upper echelons of Roman government-civil and ecclesiastical
became increasingly dominated by rural outlooks, official attitudes toward
Roman social mores were considerably altered. 2 Traditional Roman ideas of
sexual propriety, based on marital fidelity, the protection of minors, and the

I. These were of course cities, but enormously less sophisticated and traditionally urban
than Rome, the only real metropolis of the West.

2. With some exceptions, notably Elagabalus. Although born in the provinces (Emesa,
in what is now Syria), he does not seem to have espoused a traditional rural morality.
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nuclear family, gave way to much more rigid categorization of legitimate
sexual outlets, the exclusion of sexual pleasure as a positive good, and general
intolerance of sexual deviation. How far official rhetoric on these matters,
whether civil or religious, corresponded to social reality is extremely difficult
to gauge. Though most later emperors and many prominent Christian leaders
came from the provinces, much of their constituency remained urban. There
is considerable evidence that urban Christians did not share the narrow
sexual views of famous ascetics, and among all religions demographic con
siderations may have played a major role, not yet analyzed in detail.

A second factor, which may have had less effect on popular mores but was
even more important from an institutional point of view, was the increasing
absolutism of Roman government. The gradual abandonment of the myth
of the diarchy-joint rule by the emperor and the senate-and a general
abdication, through coercion and apathy, of individual responsibility and
power resulted in greater and greater totalitarian control over personal
aspects of Romans' lives. By the late fourth century many citizens could no
longer choose their religion, their occupation, their place of residence, or
even their favorite athletic team without imperial interference. Public aspects
of religion and morals had always been the object of some governmental
supervision, but the increasingly theocratic despotism of the later Empire
often led to intervention in matters such as personal religious conviction or
private sexual expression which would have been considered entirely in
dividual under the early emperors. At the end of the second century the
emperor Marcus Aurelius (from a Spanish family) wrote that he had learned
from his father "to suppress all passion for young men" 3 but limited his
official action to his refusal to list Antinous among the friends of his predeces
sor, Hadrian. A subsequent claimant to the imperial throne, however, was
noted for active persecution of gay people. 4 The third-century emperor
Severus Alexander, born in North Africa, considered outlawing the exoleti
but finally thought better of it, realizing that he could not actually end the
practice and by forbidding it would only drive it underground (Lampridius
Severus Alexander 24, 4). 5 He limited himself, therefore, to assuaging his
misgiving by diverting the tax on male prostitution to public works instead
of his own imperial treasury (ibid. 3). One of his successors, Philip (born in
Arabia), did outlaw the exoleti in the West in the mid-third century, but

3. "Kat TO 7TaVaat TO. 7T€pt TOVS epWTas TWV j.-L€tpaKLWV," Meditations 1. 16.
4. Clodius Albinus, "aversae Veneris semper ignarus et talium persecutor" (Capitolinus

11.7)·
5. "Habuit in animo ut exsoletos vetaret, quod postea Philippus fecit, sed veritus est ne

prohibens publicum dedecus in privatas cupiditates converteret, cum homines inlicita magis
prohibita poseant furore iactati." Possibly" exoleti" refers to male prostitutes of any type.



122 Chapter Five

more than 100 years later they still flourished, and it is unlikely that there was
any popular support for the measure. 6 (Homosexual prostitution was not
abolished in the Eastern Empire until the sixth century.)

The third century also witnessed a theoretical broadening of the definition
ofthe legal term" stuprum" to include some varieties ofhomosexual behavior.
The basic meaning of "stuprum" is "defilement," and in this sense it was
used by Roman jurists to describe sexual behavior-either active or passive
which was unbecoming the status of a Roman citizen and not covered under
another legal rubric such as rape, adultery, etc. 7

In early law the popular prejudice against an adult male citizen's passivity
in sexual relations does not seem to have found official expression, but by the
third century it had become a form of stuprum. The jurist Paulus opined in his
Sententiae (2.27.12), collected around 300, that a male who voluntarily
underwent stuprum (i.e., was passive to another male) should lose half his
estate. 8

6. "Usum virilis scorti removendum honestissime consultavit" (Aurelius Victor Liber de
Caesaribus 28.6, supposedly inspired by seeing a young man who looked like his son standing
in front of a male brothel). When Aurelius Victor observes that such prostitution "yet
remains," he is writing about 360 A.D.

7. If an unmarried female citizen had sexual relations with a man to whom she was not
married, this constituted stuprum, as long as it was not a case of rape and she was not a
prostitute. (In the latter case no sexual behavior would be unbecoming to her status, and she
could not seek redress or be prosecuted under any law regarding stuprum.) Similarly, if a
husband had relations with a married woman other than his wife, it was adultery, but if he
did so with an unmarried woman, he was guilty of stuprum. No form of sexual activity with
slaves, foreigners, or prostitutes of either sex constituted stuprum, but the seduction, rape, or
prostitution of free-born minors of either gender were all stupra, regardless of the consent of
the minor involved: e.g., in regard to boys, Digest 47.10.9.4, 47. I I. 1.2, 48.6.3.4. Literary use
of the term was somewhat looser. Most extralegal sources use "stuprum" to describe
immoral sexual conduct regardless of legal niceties ofresponsibility or fault: e.g., Livy 39.8.7,
"Stupra promiscua ingenuorum feminarumque errant"; see also 39.13.10, "Plura virorum
inter sese quam feminarum esse stupra." Note that in these instances there is no moral
distinction made or implied on the basis of gender. None of the published studies on Roman
law and homosexuality discusses stuprum in any detail, but Bailey's treatment is better than
others.

8. "Qui voluntate sua stuprum, flagitiumque patitur, dimidia parte honorum suorum
multatur; nec testamentum ei ex majore parte facere licet." The Digest also repeated an edict
barring men who voluntarily underwent stuprum from bringing suits on behalf of others
(3. I. 1.6: "Removet autem a postulando pro aliis et eum, qui corpore suo muliebria passus
est "). It is not suggested that they could not bring legal action on their own behalf, and the
point of the provision seems to be the exclusion from legal practice of men known to be
pathics. No historical source records any instance of the invocation of this edict, and it was
common knowledge that a number of emperors were passive in sexual relations with men.
The Elder Seneca cites an earlier law which prohibits an "unchaste man" from public
speaking (Controversiae 6, Inpudicus contione prohibeatur), but" inpudicus" has no specifically
homosexual connotations, and the case from which Seneca cites the law is so bizarre that it
is next to impossible to discover what role (if any) homosexual acts played in it-a hand-
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Whether this opinion had any force of law before its inclusion in Justinian's
legal compilation of the sixth century is doubtful. Paulus was exiled by
Elagabalus, noted for his predilection for passive homosexual behavior, and
even after his recall (by Severus Alexander) there is no indication that this
attitude enjoyed official sanction.

In 342 gay marriages, which had hitherto been legal (at least de facto) and
well known, were outlawed in a curiously phrased statute which some authors
have regarded as entirely facetious. 9 The highly propagandistic nature of the
law and lack of any penalty for noncompliance probably indicate that its
imperial drafter(s) expected it to meet with popular opposition or neglect. 10

some young man, on a bet, went out in public in women's clothes, was raped by ten youths,
had them convicted of rape, was then barred by a magistrate from speaking publicly, and
sued the magistrate for damages. The Mosaicarum et Romanarum legum collatio compiled in the
late fourth century conflates the opinion of Paulus and the praetorian edict (Hyamson ed.,
p. 82) and prefixes them to a prohibition of homosexual prostitution. The Collatio, however,
is not reflective of actual legal practice. Hyamson (ibid., note to 11. 8-10) attributes the
edict confiscating half the estate of pathics to Severus, on the basis of a comment by Zosimus:
U , Ey€VETO p.,€V 7TEpt TOVS ap.,apTavovras a7TapalT7]Tos, TWV E7Tt TO LS aT07TOLS EVOVVOfL€VWV
87]p.,oulas 7TOLWV TaS ovulas" (Historia 1.8, ed. Ludwig Mendelssohn [Leipzig, 1887], p. 8),
but the equation seems tenuous.

9. Theodosian Code 9.7.3. Bailey (p. 70) unaccountably refuses to accept the obvious
reading of this law and insists that it does not refer to marriages between males. Why he
does so is unclear; he admits that such unions were well known in the later Empire, though
he minimizes their frequency and importance. He inserts words into the text to justify his
claim, adding an "and" which the lawmakers would surely have included had they in
tended it. But even after taking this liberty, he is left wondering what the law actually
prohibited, half-heartedly suggesting that the whole statute might be facetious. (He has the
same trouble with a Hittite law regarding homosexual marriage and inserts words into its
text, p. 35.) It is clear what the law regulates: "nubere" refers to marriage, either directly
or by analogy, and is in fact the very verb used by the Latin writers who describe gay
marriages (see chap. 3). An epigram of Martial depends entirely on this use of" nubere"
(1.24; see also 8. I 2), and Martial specifies the legality of such marriages. (Indeed this law
seems almost a direct response to his epigrams.) The best-known translator of the code,
Clyde Pharr (The Theodosian Code and Novels and the Sirmondian Constitutions [Princeton, N.J.,
1952], pp. 231-32), understood the statute to apply to gay marriages and cited as cross
references accounts of such by Latin writers. It is true, as Bailey observes, that Pharr gives
"porrecturam" in the opening sentence a rather unusual construction, but it is not at all
necessary to insert any words to correct this: "quum vir nubit in feminam viris porrecturam"
undoubtedly means" when a man marries as a woman who offers herself to men." This is
quite a common use of" in" (see, e.g., Lewis and Short, s.v. "in") and corresponds exactly
to the nuance of" nubere," which is the word used to describe a woman's part of hetero
sexual marriage ("ducere" being used to describe the man's role). Neither the best text (T.
Mommsen, ed., Theodosiani libri xvi cum constitutionibus Sirmondianis [Berlin, 1905]) nor any of
the variant readings (for which see the annotated edition of Gustav Haenel [Leipzig, 1842 ])

justify the translation suggested by Bailey.
10. The translation of this law is inevitably affected by one's opinion about the Lex

Scantinia. Since there is no definite article in Latin, where the author of this statute writes
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The first corporal penalty for an act related to homosexuality was imposed in
390 for forcing or selling males into prostitution.11 The death penalty
prescribed in this statute may be an indication of the horror with which the
emperor Theodosius (born in Spain) regarded the practice,12 but its pro
mulgation as law does not demonstrate anything about the attitude of the
populace. The Theodosian Code also insisted on death for offering sacrifices
to pagan deities, although this had been completely legal only decades before
and was widely practiced for centuries after.13

Autocratic oppression and increasingly rural ethics were only two aspects
of a much more complicated phenomenon. Moreover, it should not be
imagined that the transition to a less tolerant social ambience was effected
without opposition. In response to the rising tide of intolerance, gay people
began to defend their preferences and criticize their opponents in various
literary genres. Poses of partisan sexuality were already a commonplace of
Hellenistic verse, and facetious interchanges such as that between Meleager
(" I do not have a heart obsessed with men. What pleasure can there be,
love, in mounting males, if you wish to get without giving anything?") and
an ardent devotee of gay love (" There is no desire for women in my soul,
but the glow of males has set me on fire") 14 were a staple of Roman literary

"iubemus insurgere leges" one might (like Pharr) translate either "we order the laws to
arise," implying that laws against such behavior were already in existence but not enforced,
or "we order that laws arise," suggesting that laws should be passed against it. It is obvious
that no subsequent authors knew of any law which antedated this one, nor, considering the
history of Roman law and homosexuality, does it seem at all likely that the drafter of the
statute believed any such law existed. The following phrase, "we order the laws to be armed"
only heightens the ambiguity.

1 I. Efforts to read into this law general antigay legislation (e.g., Bailey, p. 72) are doomed
to failure. Bailey was unaware of a longer version of the statute, preserved in the Mosaicarum
et Romanarum legum collatio, in which it is specified that the persons guilty of this offense are to
be dragged out of the brothels in which they worked (" omnibus eductos, pudet dicere,
uirorum lupanaribus," Hyamson ed., p. 82). The date of the Collatio is uncertain, but its
readings are generally meticulous and cannot be dismissed. Haenel comments extensively
on the relationship between the two versions (cols. 845-46). Note that the Collatio does not
repeat the law of 342. The broadest justifiable interpretation would be condemnation of all
those involved in passive prostitution, i.e., the panderers and the prostitutes, but" damnare"
seems to militate against this.

12. But both this and the outlawing of sacrifice may have been imposed on the emperor as
penance by Ambrose, bishop of Milan, who had refused him communion after a massacre
at Thessalonica in 390. It would not be surprising if Ambrose was hostile to gay sexuality.

13. 16. 10.4. Note that this statute uses the very same phrase (" gladio ultore") in regard
to the death penalty as the edict against prostitution, suggesting that they were part of the
same campaign. For the persistence of pagan sacrifice, see J. N. Hillgarth, The Conversion
of Western Europe, 350-750 (Englewood Cliffs, N.J., 1969); and S. MacKenna, Paganism and
Pagan Survivals in Spain up to the Fall of the Visigothic Kingdom (Washington, D.C., 1938).

14. AP, 5.208, 12.17. The first poem is ironic, since Meleager was noted for his erotic
poetry to young men. It seems to pillory the lack of reciprocity in heterosexual relations,
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fare. Under the early Empire such poetry had represented little more than a
facetious approach to the pansexuality of the time, whose tolerant mores
accommodated every style of life, but under the influence of increasingly
narrow sexual attitudes in the declining later Empire, these arguments
became acrid and vehement, and the basis of objections to homosexual acts
shifted from personal preference to moral absolutes and prudery. (Athenaeus
even deprecated Plato himself, calling his dialogues on love" indecent" and
claiming that he compiled them "in utter contempt of his future readers,"
1 1 .508d.)

Complex debates on the subject became common, examining (or pur
porting to examine) the validity, morality, and aesthetic desirability of the
two kinds of love (for men, at least) .15 Around the beginning of the second
century A.D., Plutarch had devoted a book of his Moralia to such an argument
and had the proponent of gay love deprecate heterosexual passion in strident
terms:

True love has nothing to do with women's quarters, nor will I agree
that you have ever felt love for women or girls, any more than flies feel
love for milk.... [750C] 16

But if this [heterosexual] passion must also be called" love," it is an
effeminate and illegitimate one.... The one true love is the love of
youths .... That other soft and domestic passion that whiles away its
time on the laps and beds of women, constantly seeking indulgence and
emasculating itself with unmanly, unloving, and uninspiring pleasure
it deserves to be banished, as Solon did in fact banish it.... Love is
beautiful and decorous; pleasure is vulgar and servile. For this reason it
is considered uncouth for a free man to be in love with slaves, since this
sort of passion is merely sexual, like relations with women. · · . [751]

The advocate of heterosexual love was no less emphatic:

If unnatural relations with men do not preclude or impede a loving
relationship, then it is much more likely that the love of men and
women, which happens according to nature, will give rise to love
through fondness.... If, then, we really examine the truth ... , we see
that both the passion for youths and that for women are one type of
love. But if you want to make distinctions for the sake of argument,

especially in the third line (" aX€'ip yap Tav x€lpa . . ./€'PPOL ",os apuTJv dpU€VLKa'i~ Aa{3luLv");
cf. 12.7 ("TO DE JL€'i'ov EK€'iVO, / OVK €.UTLV 1ToiJ (}ii~ T~V x€pa 1TAa'0f-L€VYJv") , 23, 52, etc.
The chronological relationship between Meleager's poem and that of his opponent is not
certain; Meleager may have been the respondent.

15. Since women's feelings and desires are not explicitly represented in any of these
discussions, the desirability of lesbianism is left entirely moot.

16. Cf. Plutarch's De communibus notitis 28 (Moralia 1°73), where a similar image is used.
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you will see that this male love does not play fair but that, as one come
late and untimely to the world, illegitimate and ill-favored, it drives
out the legitimate and older love.... [751-52]17

A later 18 dialogue in a novel by Achilles Tatius treats the controversy in
similar fashion, but with greater sophistication and less invective. The
opponent of gay love compares it to the tortures of Tantalus, saying that
the beauty of young men has no sooner appeared than it fades, leaving the
lover unsatisfied and still thirsty for love (2.35). The advocate of gay love
responds that true pleasure lies in desire, not satiety (2.36), and that gay love
is heavenly (as in Plato's Symposium), as is clearly evidenced by the fact that
Zeus carried off to heaven not a woman but a youth, Ganymede, to replace
his wife. His antagonist replies with counterexamples from mythology,
attempting to demonstrate that it is the love of women which is heavenly.
The argument grows heated. The gay side derides women as the artificial
creations of makeup and unguents, while the beauty of boys is simple and
unaffected. The argument is not concluded, although the gay spokesman has
the last word.

The dialogue Affairs of the Heart is undoubtedly the subtlest of the genre,
with elaborate historical speculations on the biological necessity of marriage
and the social factors giving rise to homosexual relations. The proponent of
gay love admits that marriage is necessary but does not feel this makes it
desirable: "Marriages were devised as a means of insuring succession, which
was necessary, but only the love of men is a noble undertaking of the philos
opher's soul" (33).

Let no one expect love of males in early times. For intercourse with
women was necessary so that our race might not utterly perish for lack
of seed.... Do not then, Charicles, again censure this discovery as
worthless because it wasn't made earlier, nor, because intercourse with
women can be credited with greater antiquity than the love of boys,
must you think love of boys inferior. No, we must consider the pursuits

17. I t is rather difficult to tell where Plutarch's sympathies lie in this dialogue. There is
certainly more invective against the gay position, but after the real argument has been
broken off, one of the formerly antigay speakers delivers a long encomium of love drawing
almost entirely on examples of famous gay lovers (758ff.); and throughout the dialogue
nongay speakers constantly use gay love as the model for erotic relations (e.g., 758C: "Nor
is there any contest or competition more fitting for a god to watch over and supervise than the
pursuit and courting of beautiful young men by their lovers"; also 754D: "The nurse
governs the baby, the teacher the boy, the gymnasiarch the youth, the lover the young
man"). Many of Plutarch's ostensibly antihomosexual remarks, moreover, are patently
IroniC.

18. The date is arguable; current opinion tends to place its composition in the later
second century.
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that are old to be necessary, but assess as superior the later additions
invented by human life when it had leisure for thought. [Macleod
trans., p. 205]

The gay side proposes not an end to relations with women but merely that
they be limited to what is physically necessary for the survival of the race.
True love, it insists, is possible only between men. A series of misogynistic
comments follows about the natural unattractiveness of women and the arti
fices to which they must resort to make themselves fetching to men. Then the
gay speaker points out that gay love is not an "exotic indulgence of the time"
but a hallowed and lawful heritage. He concludes by recommending re
straint in attachment, counseling that none squander permanent affection for
the sake ofa briefpleasure. (It is not clear that the chaste relations commended
by the gay speaker in the major debate are idealized by the author of the
text, since a subsequent speaker, Theomnestus, argues eloquently that such
restraint is undesirable, if not impossible.)

This debate, unlike the preceding ones, is officially judged. "Marriage is
a boon and a blessing to men when it meets with good fortune, while the love
of boys, that pays court to the hallowed dues of friendship, I consider to be
the privilege only of philosophy. Therefore all men should marry, but let
only the wise be permitted to love boys, for perfect virtue grows least of all
among women" (ibid., p. 229). The verdict is conciliatory, but the gay
speaker has the final word in the debate, and his arguments are then praised
by another gay speaker. Moreover, the heterosexual debater is pictured as
dejected, while his opponent celebrates by hosting a banquet. The narrator
specifically praises the heterosexual speaker for making a good case for "the
more awkward cause" (ibid., p. 231).19

The legal status of gay people and their relations was not to be officially
denied until the sixth century, but the tide was already turning against them
by the beginning of the fourth century, and this did not escape the notice of
some observers at the time. In view of what history had in store for them in
later years, there is considerable poignancy in the remark by the author of
Affairs of the Heart that gay people are already" strangers cut off in a foreign
land" and his assertion that "we shall not, all the same, be overcome by fear
and betray the truth" (31, my trans.).20

Since Christianity was the official religion of the Roman Empire from the
fourth century on and was the only organized force to survive the final dis
integration of Roman institutions in the West after the barbarian invasions of
the fifth century, it became the conduit through which the narrower morality

Ig. "YOTL SVUXEpEUTEpe.p JLEpEL SvvaTws- UVVTJyOpTJUEV."
20. tf EEVOL TE E7T' aAAOTp{as- yfjs- a7TELA~JLJLE{Ja ... , 0JLWS- -raATJ{J€S" ov 7TpOSWUOJLEV

VLKTJ(JEVTES OKVe.p."
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of the later Empire reached Europe. It was not, however, the author of this
morality. The dissolution of the urban society of Rome and the ascendance of
less tolerant political and ethical leadership occasioned a steady restriction
of sexual freedom which transcended credal boundaries. This is not to deny
that Christian synods and princes enacted penalties against homosexual
relations during the period. But execution is different from authorship, and
it is misleading to characterize Christianity as somehow peculiarly liable to
antigay feelings or doctrines. All the organized philosophical traditions of the
West grew increasingly intolerant of sexual pleasure under the later Empire,
and it is often impossible to distinguish Christian ethical precepts from those
of pagan philosophy during the period. Most contemporary religious move
ments were struggling with moral concerns similar to those ofearly Christians.

There is, moreover, no evidence that Christians in general were much
affected by the narrow sexual attitudes of some of their leaders. Individual
Christians had to face such urgent and traumatic moral problems as whether
to accept martyrdom at the hands of imperial officials, whether to adopt
children exposed by pagans, how to limit their own families, etc. Homo
sexuality must have seemed a minor concern. Inadequate material survives
for assessing the responses of communities to the question. Early councils
were preoccupied with such fundamental theological issues as the nature of
Christ, the authority of the church, the efficacy of the sacraments, etc., and
were not at leisure to formulate a detailed code of sexual ethics. (The first
"general" council to deal with homosexuality was Lateran III, in I 179.)

Some Christian theorists addressed the issue, but these were relatively few
and generally those representing schools of extreme asceticism. I t does not
seem likely that their attitudes were typical; and the inconsistent, contra
dictory, and often illogical arguments they adduced probably did little to
establish a general attitude toward homosexuality among rank-and-file
Christians, the majority of whom were illiterate and unable to appreciate
such speculation in any event.

None of the philosophical traditions upon which Christianity is known to
have drawn would necessarily have precluded homosexual behavior as an
option for Christians. Aside from the Bible, three specific moral traditions had
major impacts on early Christian sexual attitudes: the Judaeo-Platonist
schools of Alexandria, discussed below (chap. 6), dualist aversion to the body
and its pleasures, and Stoic concepts of "natural" sexuality.

Dualism-i.e., the philosophy that there are good and evil forces warring
for control of man's soul-was extremely influential in the early church.
Saint Augustine had been a member of a dualist sect, the Manicheans, for
many years before his conversion to Christianity, and many Christian
moralists were consciously or unconsciously affected by the powerful dualist
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intellectual currents of the later Empire. Dualists deprecated all forms of
sexuality as weapons of the evil forces against the good, arguing that all
pleasures distract the soul from spiritual ends and that sexual pleasures, as
more powerful than most, are more dangerous than most. Most Manicheans
opposed all forms of sexuality equally. Homosexual pleasures were seen by
some as worse than heterosexual ones, since they did not even accord with
the design of the Creator in regenerating the human race. But they were seen
by many as less serious than heterosexual acts since (a) they did not partake
of the false aura ofsanctity which marital sexuality used to seduce the unwary
into lives of self-indulgence, and (b) they did not entrap souls in matter, as
heterosexual intercourse did when children resulted. Dualist influence was
thus ambivalent on the subject ofhomosexuality and could have pushed Chris
tians affected by it in either direction. Augustine seems to have been aiming his
comments about homosexual acts in the Confessions at Manicheans; medieval
dualists were almost unanimously accused offavoring homosexual relations. 21

Western Neoplatonism often exhibited dualist tendencies in its rejection
of the physical as gross, if not bad, but this input into Christian thought was
also ambivalent on the subject ofhomosexual behavior. Plotinus, for instance,
regarded homosexuality as a straying from the path to perfection, like
heterosexual activity with pleasure as its end, but considered that it arose
from" natural principles." 22 Certainly his attitude would not have produced
a public reaction to homosexuality notably different from attitudes toward
heterosexual pleasure.

It is often supposed that the profound impact of Stoicism on early Christian
morality23 in some way affected Christian attitudes toward gay sexuality, but
few of the most important antihomosexual texts of the early church clearly
incorporate Stoic ideas,24 and what is supposed to have been the major
contribution of Stoicism to Christian sexual morality-the idea that the sole
"natural" (and hence moral) use of sexuality was procreation-was in fact
a common beliefofmany philosophies of the day. It was espoused by persons
vehemently opposed to Stoicism, like Plutarch,25 and it probably entered

21. But see chap. 10 below.
22. u Ot S' Ul' €l' 7Tapal'op.CfJ Kat 7Tapa 'T~l' epvaLV €(}/')..waL Y€l'l'al', €K 'Tfjs Ka'Ta epvatl'

7TOp€Las 7TOt'Yjaap,€l'OL 'Tas apxas Y€VOP.€VOL 7TapaepopOL €K 'Tav'T'YjS 0 lol' oSov o)..ta8~aal''T€S

K€Ll''Tat 7T€aOl''T€S,'' Plotini Enneades 3.5. I, ed. Hermann Mueller (Berlin, 1878), p. 208.

23. Concisely illustrated in Moses Hadas, Hellenistic Culture (New York, 1959), chap. 18.
It is notable that Seneca, perhaps the foremost exponent of Stoic morality in the Latin West,
was born in one of the most rural areas of the Roman Empire, Spain, whose provincial mores
had severely depressed the more urban Martial.

24. John of Salisbury, one of the few late medieval authors influenced by Stoicism, had
somewhat unclear feelings about homosexuality: see chap. 8.

25. Plutarch was the author of at least nine treatises against the Stoics, yet he wrote that
"anyone who takes a woman not for the sake of children but for pleasure is clearly dis-
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Christian schools of thought primarily through the influence of the Alexand
rian Platonists. The fact that philosophical systems which agreed in no other
point came to the same conclusions regarding procreation as the" end" of
sexuality would seem to indicate that this was a sufficiently common notion
not to require any specific philosophical derivation; it was probably more a
social phenomenon than an intellectual one.

Moreover, it is far from clear that the Stoics themselves disapproved of
homosexual activity: Zeno-the founder of Stoicism-recommended that
sexual partners be chosen without regard to gender (" Do not make in
vidious comparisons between gay and nongay, male and female"; " You
make distinctions about love objects? I do not") 26 and was reputed to have
had intercourse only with other males. 27 Most prominent exponents of
Stoic thought apparently considered homosexuality morally neutral. 28

Epictetus spoke of homosexual and heterosexual attraction in terms of
complete equality 29 and urged his followers not to be judgmental toward
those given to sexual indulgence (Encheiridion 33 [8J).

Seneca, the most influential Stoic in the West, was rumored not only to
have indulged in homosexuality himself but to have inspired his pupil Nero
to do so as well. 30 Whether or not the story is true, it does not seem that
Western Stoicism would have opposed homosexual acts unless they involved
excess. Seneca devoted a long passage in his Naturales quaestiones (I. 16) to

regarding the good of marriage and ... has made his children's birth a reproach to them"
(Solon 22.4: "f0 yap EV yafJ-ltJ TrUPOPWV TO KU'\OV OU TEKVWV EVEKU Dfj'\oS" EUTLV, d'\'\' ~DovfjS"
dYOfJ-EVOS" YVVULKU, TOV TE fJ-LU(}OV dTrEXEL, KUt Trupp7]uluv UVTcp TrpoS" TOVS" YEVOfJ-EVOVS" OUK
dTrO'\E'\OLTrEV, orS" UUTO TO YEVEU(}UL TrETrOLTJKEV OVELDoS"").

26. "LJ LUfJ-TJPL~ELV fJ-TJDEV fJ-U,\,\OV fJ-TJDE 7]UUOV TruLDLKa ~ fJ-~ TruLDLKa fJ-TJDE (}~'\EU ~

appEvu," in Sextus Empiricus Outlines ofPyrrhonism 3.245; LJLUfJ-EfJ-~PLKUS"TOV EPWfJ-EVOV; OUK
EYWYE," in Sextus Empiricus Adversus mathematicos 11.190.

27. Athenaeus 13.563E: "Z~vwvu TOV q)OLVLKU, oS" OUDETrWTrOTE yVVULKt EXP~UUTO,

TruLDLKOLS" D' dEL." Athenaeus is not a particularly trustworthy authority, but this informa
tion conforms to the general impression of Zeno in the ancient world: see Diogenes Laertius
7· 129; Plutarch Quaestiones conviviales 3.6. I. (653E); Johann von Arnim, Stoicorum vetera

fragmenta (Leipzig, 1905), 1:58-59, nos. 247-253; and Seneca Epistles 123.15: "Qui nos sub
specie Stoicae sectae hortantur ad vitia.... Quaeramus, ad quam usque aetatem iuvenes
amandi sint."

28. "The followers of Zeno, Cleanthes, and Chrysippus say this is indifferent," Sextus
Empiricus Outlines of Pyrrhonism 3.200.

29· E.g., Encheiridion 10: "'Edv KUAov iDYJS" ~ KUA~V, EVP~UELS" DVVUfJ-LV TrpoS" TUVTU
EyKpaTELuv"; see also Discourses 4.1 1.19.

30 . "Kut fJ-ELpUKLOLS" EgWpOLS" EXULpE, KUt TOVTO KUt TOV NEpWVU TrOLELV EDLDugE," Dio
Cassius 61.10. Although Dio obviously considered it noteworthy that Seneca preferred adult
males, this may have been more moral in Seneca's eyes than having sexual relations with
children. Although Dio is generally an excellent authority for the Empire, this passage occurs
only in an epitome of his work and cannot be accorded the authority of portions which
survive in their entirety.
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describing the dissolute life-style of a man much given to homosexual
relations. The point of the story, however, is not to make a comment on any
sort of sexual behavior but to condemn the man's fascination with mirrors.
"Nature" is invoked to demonstrate the real function of mirrors (I, passim,
esp. 17), but not to provide any insight about gender choice, and there is the
distinct suggestion that everyone has at one time or another participated in
the sort of activity the man favored (" quaeque sibi quisque fecisse se
negat"). All vices, in Seneca's view, violated nature, none more than others. 31

Prevailing social conditions and the attitudes of those in power may have
predisposed inhabitants of many parts of the Empire to look upon homo
sexual acts with suspicion or hostility, but in large cities like Rome or
Constantinople the range of opinion was much greater, and there is no
evidence that general Christian behavior was markedly different from that
of non-Christian citizens. Homosexual prostitution was not only tolerated
but actually taxed by Christian emperors in Eastern cities for nearly two
centuries after Christianity had become the state religion.

Many pagan writers objected to Christianity precisely because of what
they claimed was sexual looseness on the part of its adherents,32 and much
Christian apologetic was aimed at defending Christians against the common
belief that they were given to every form of sexual indulgence-including
homosexual acts. 33 This belief seems to have been at least partly rooted in
fact. Even Chrysostom had to admit that gay sexuality was absolutely
rampant in the Christian society of fourth-century Antioch from the highest
level on down.

Those very people who have been nourished by godly doctrine, who
instruct others in what they ought and ought not to do, who have heard
the Scriptures brought down from heaven, these do not consort with
prostitutes as fearlessly as they do with young men.

The fathers of the young men take this in silence: they do not try to
sequester their sons, nor do they seek any remedy for this evil.

None is ashamed, no one blushes, but, rather, they take pride in their
little game; the chaste seem to be the odd ones, and the disapproving the
ones in error. If these [disapprovers] are insignificant, they are

31. "Omnia vitia contra naturam pugnant, omnia debitum ordinem deserunt," Epistles
I 22. This epistle contains a list of activities Seneca considers" unnatural": they include
swimming in heated pools, growing plants indoors, trying to look youthful, and drinking on
an empty stomach.

32. E.g., Tacitus Annals 15.44; Pliny Epistles 10.96.
33. An especially interesting example of this is Minucius Felix's Octavius, a defense of

Christians against extravagant charges of immorality, including ceremonial fellatio and
temple prostitution; see esp. chap. 28. For Christian immorality (real and pretended) in
general, see Noonan, esp. chaps. 3 and 4.
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intimidated; if they are powerful, they are mocked, laughed at, refuted
with a thousand arguments. The courts are powerless, the laws,34
instructors, parents, friends, teachers-all are helpless.

If any avoid such practices they will find it difficult to escape the bad
reputation of those involved, first of all because they are very few and
will be easily lost in the great throng of the evil livers ....

Indeed, ... there is some danger that womankind will become
unnecessary in the future, with young men instead fulfilling all the
needs women used to....35

Since Chrysostom was, for reasons discussed elsewhere in this volume,
personally disturbed by homosexuality, he regarded this situation as scan
dalous, but it seems reasonable to infer that those Christians" with a thousand
arguments" ready to justify their life-style entertained rather different
opinions about the morality of homosexual relationships, and it is striking
that by Chrysostom's own admission this group included not only the
respectable establishment of the city but the leadership of the Christian com
munity itself, "those very people who have been nourished by godly doctrine,
who instruct others in what they ought and ought not to do, who have heard
the Scriptures brought down from heaven." Though not necessarily
defending his own behavior, Theodoret of Cyrus evinced an attitude toward
gay sexuality strikingly similar to Plato's, deprecating passion only insofar
as it was obsessive or addictive: "I myself think that those excessively ["\{al']
addicted to [these] pleasure passions do not recommend the passion but in
time become slaves, making a habit into a way of life." 36 There is no appeal
to procreation-based sexuality, or indeed any suggestion that nonobsessive
homosexuality would be un-Christian. A Christian contemporary in the
West, Ausonius, kept in his library volumes of homosexual literature which
were considered scandalous even by Roman standards37 and took delight
in translating from Greek to Latin such tidbits as Strato's puzzle about four
sex acts being performed simultaneously by three men. 38

34. Chrysostom is probably referring to laws protecting minors.
35. Adversus oppugnatores vitae monasticae 3.8, translated in part in app. 2. For the accuracy of

his comments on Antioch, see the works of the contemporary pagan writer Libanius; and
A.]. Festugiere, Antioche paienne et chretienne (Paris, 1959), pp. 195-209.

36. Theodoret of Cyrus, Therapeutique des maladies helleniques [Graecarum affectionum curatio] ,
ed. and trans. Pierre Canivet (Paris, 1958), pp. 352-53: (9.53-54) : '"Eyw yap olp-at Kat
TOV~ '\{av ~Dv7ra8E{at~ DOV'\EvovTa~ OUK £7ratVELV TO 7ra8o~, a'\Ad DOV'\EVEtV Tip xpovip, 'TO
€80~ ;gtV £pyaaap-€vov~." Perhaps the translation should be "become slaves to time," i.e.,
to the world of the flesh rather than that of the spirit.

37· Epistle I 3, in the MGH, Auctores, 5.2, p. 173.
38. Ibid., Epigrams, 59. The Greek original occurs in two versions in the AP: I 1.225 and

12.2 10. The latter version is the better one:



133 Christians and Social Change

Ausonius was passionately loved by Saint Paulinus, bishop of Nola, and
their relationship found expression in poetry of exquisite tenderness, setting
the tone for much of the love literature of medieval Europe.

Through all that life may allot
Or assign to mortals,
As long as I am held within this prison body,
In whatever world I am found,
I shall hold you fast,
Grafted onto my being,
Not divided by distant shores or suns.
Everywhere you shall be with me,
I will see with my heart
And embrace you with my loving spirit.39

There is no evidence that the relationship between the two men was a sexual
one (nor any indication that it was not), but it represents a trend in early
Christian sexual morality which was both significant and influential. Their
friendship can scarcely be called anything but passionate; whether or not
physical eroticism was involved, it was certainly a relationship involving eros
in the Greek sense, or what more recent ages have called" romantic love."
No one seems to have considered the attraction" unnatural," nor did Saint
Paulinus's ardent love for a man trouble his conscience in regard to either
its object or its intensity. Far from dissuading him-as it had dissuaded
Saint Paul and Origen-from surrendering to terrestrial loves, the prospect of
eternity only deepened his passion.

And when, freed from my body's jail
I fly from earth,

Count as three all those on a bed, of whom two are active
And two are passive. I seem to relate a marvel,
Yet it is not a falsehood: the one in the middle performs doubly,
Pleasing in the back and being pleased in the front.

H. G. Evelyn White, the LC translator of Ausonius's Epigrams (Cambridge, Mass., 1919-21),
does not mention this version, although there is no way to be certain which of the two
Ausonius was translating (or if he knew both). The use of the word "stuprum" in the
epigram should be interpreted cautiously; its ramifications are probably juridical rather
than moral.

39. Carmen 11,11.49-68, in the CSEL (Vienna, 1894),30:41-42; and in the OBMLV, pp.
31-32 (no. 24). These lines were translated and reprinted by Helen Waddell in Medieval
Latin Lyrics (New York, 1948), pp. 36-37. The translation is excellent; I have provided my
own only for the sake of clarity, since poetic considerations are secondary in the present
study. Waddell provides an extremely moving account of the relationship between the two
men in her notes to the poem (pp. 289-94). Waddell's book is indispensable for anyone
interested in medieval love poetry.
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Wherever in heaven our Father shall direct me,
There also shall I bear you in my heart.
Nor will that end,
That frees me from my flesh,
Release me from your love.

This type of relationship-passionate or "erotic" friendship between
males-was the source of some of the most affecting poetry of the Middle
Ages. Although it probably rarely involved conscious sensuality, it borrowed
heavily from the language of sexual relations and often deliberately imitated
the homosexual literature ofantiquity.40 It is best to avoid oversimplification
in such matters, but it seems fair to say that the authors of such sentiments
were expressing, at the very least, gay sensibilities, since the primary focus
of their love relationships was confined to their own gender, and since the
passion animating the friendships far exceeds what would be considered
" normal" between heterosexual friends in societies which distinguish
between homosexual and heterosexual feelings. 41 Paulinus's society was only
beginning to make such distinctions, and with or without physical expression,
these clerical relationships were certainly more like those existing today
between lovers than between friends of the same sex.

It would be inaccurate to suggest any exact parallel between such relation
ships and modern phenomena-as it is to compare medieval marriage with
its modern counterpart. But to suggest that this difference is due simply to
changing concepts of friendship and not related to the status of homo-

40. The literary relationship between Marcus Aurelius and Fronto is an especially clear
example of this: see, in the LC edition by C. R. Haines (London, 19 19), 1.20-30, 3°-33;
2. 120-26. Marcus Aurelius was personally opposed to homosexuality, but to any modern
reader these would seem to be passionate love letters.

41. C. S. Lewis, e.g., probably knew the love literature of antiquity and the Middle Ages
as well as any other modern scholar, lived in an age which certainly distinguished between
"homosexual" and" heterosexual," and was himself anxious to preclude any imputation of
homosexuality to medieval love literature; but his efforts to differentiate between" friend
ship" and" love" clearly leave relationships like those between Ausonius and Paulinus in
the latter category: friendship" has least commerce with our nerves; there is nothing throaty
about it; nothing that quickens the pulse or turns you red and pale.... Lovers are always
talking to each other about their Love; Friends hardly ever about their Friendship. Lovers
are normally face to face, absorbed in each other; Friends, side by side, absorbed in some
common interest. Above all, Eros [while it lasts] is necessarily between two only," The Four
Loves (New York, 1960), pp. 88ff. Probably the most detailed recent discussion of the
difficulties of separating Christian amicitia, with its exaggerated literary conventions, from
romance or eroticism is that of Peter Dronke, Medieval Latin and the Rise of European Love
Lyric, 2d ed. (Oxford, 1968), esp. I: 192- 220. This generally judicious treatment must,
however, be read in context: it is in the interest ofDronke's central thesis (about the relatively
late emergence of erotic lyric) to emphasize the conventional aspects of early medieval love
poetry.
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sexuality is to beg the question: the erotic content of "friendship" in
antiquity was due in no small measure to the fact that homosexuality was
conventional in many ancient societies and could have been part of the
relationship; friends of the same sex borrowed from the standard vocabulary
of homosexual love to express their feelings in erotic terms.

The popularity of the story of Saints Perpetua and Felicitas, for instance,
was largely due to the appeal of the love between the two women. Five
Christians were martyred together at Carthage on March 7, 203, suffering
death at the hands of wild animals and the sword, but only Perpetua and
Felicitas captured the fancy of the Christian community, apparently because
the tale of the two women comforting each other injail, suffering martyrdom
together as friends, and bestowing upon each other the kiss of peace as they
met their end, charmed the tastes of the age. 42

Saint Augustine himself, writing in this tradition, expressed the love he
felt for a friend of his youth, whose death so desolated him that he was driven
to God in unbearable pain: "For I felt that my soul and his were one soul in
two bodies, and therefore life was a horror to me, since I did not want to
live as a half; and yet I was also afraid to die lest he, whom I had loved so
much, would completely die" (Confessions 4.6). Unlike many of his Christian
contemporaries, Augustine bitterly regretted the sexual aspect of such
passions ("Thus I contaminated the spring of friendship with the dirt of lust
and darkened its brightness with the blackness of desire," 3. I) 43 and rejected
as an adult the possibility of licit homosexual relationships. In the thirteenth
century his opinion was to gain ascendancy in Christian circles, but only
after vigorous opposition at many points in Christian history.

Not only does there appear to have been no general prejudice against gay
people among early Christians; there does not seem to have been any reason
for Christianity to adopt a hostile attitude toward homosexual behavior.
Many prominent and respected Christians-some canonized-were involved
in relationships which would almost certainly be considered homosexual in
cultures hostile to same-sex eroticism. Antierotic pressure from government
and more ascetic schools of sexual ethics was in time to achieve the supression
of most public aspects of gay sexuality and ultimately to induce a violently
hostile reaction from Christianity itself, but this process took a very long time
and cannot be ascribed to widespread attitudes or prejudices among early
adherents of the Christian religion. To a contemporary observer of social

42. The story was written by contemporaries in Latin and (perhaps subsequently) in
Greek; the two versions are printed together by J. A. Robinson in The Passion ofSt. Perpetua
(Cambridge, 18g1).

43. "Venam igitur amicitiae coinquinabam sordibus concupiscentiae, candoremque eius
obnubilabam de tartaro libidinis."
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trends, it would probably have seemed that the examples of Ausonius and
Paulinus or Perpetua and Felicitas would in the end triumph over the
hostility of Ambrose or Augustine, and that Christian sexual attitudes would
be focused on the quality of love, not the gender of the parties involved or the
biological function of their affection.
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