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In recent decades the primary battles that have been fought in the Christian church have not been about theology, but about issues of human sexuality. Huge debates polarise the church on whether priesthood will be limited to males, the morality of birth control and abortion, who has the right to decide which medical procedures or birth-control drugs will be legally available, whether priests should be celibate, and the role and place of gay and lesbian people in the church.

Public notice of these debates has received front-page treatment in newspapers across the world as the media, and presumably audiences, continue to regard them as newsworthy.

Those parts of the Christian church that move ahead by ordaining into their ministry both women and qualified homosexual candidates are portrayed as doing very controversial and extraordinary things. The attempt to ex-communicate the initiators of these changes, or to threaten schism in the institution, are also regarded as newsworthy. The presumption behind this media coverage is, however, that the church is actually qualified to speak competently on matters of sexuality.

What is the source of that presumption? After all, this is the same institution that throughout Western history did not only teach us that sex was evil and dirty, but also that "sexlessness" was the higher calling as the way of holiness. Marriage has actually been defined by the church as "a compromise with sin".

The church has filled women with feelings of inadequacy by quoting the Bible to declare that menstruation produces a state of uncleanliness. Does anyone think that reflects science? One unspoken argument to prevent women from being ordained in various churches was that menstruation made women a potentially polluting presence in holy places, which is why the European cathedral tradition of Western Christianity had choirs limited to men and boys.

This institution even informed the world that the ideal woman was a "virgin mother". Since it is impossible for anyone to be a virgin mother, no woman could ever live up to this ideal. With the ideal not possible, this church then told women they could be virgins who joined the nunneries or they could be mothers.

When they chose marriage and motherhood, they were taught that the only redeeming purpose for sex was procreation, so birth-control practices that minimised the possibility of pregnancy were mortal sins. In an overpopulated world, is not the absence of effective family planning itself immoral?

In the Catholic Church, this visceral negativity against birth control went so far as to proclaim to its African adherents that the use of condoms was not morally acceptable - even inside one's marriage to protect a wife from becoming infected by her HIV-positive husband.

This litany of admonitions goes on. This institution for centuries limited its priesthood to unmarried men, but is unable or willing to acknowledge the fact that vast numbers of homosexuals found in this celibate priesthood a safe place to dwell. Few people doubt today that the celibate priesthood has been the largest closet in Western history in which gay men have hidden.

When a gay man, however, dares to be honest about his ordained identity, the church reacts with ecclesiastical uproar. Does anyone really believe that Gene Robinson of New Hampshire is the first gay bishop in the Anglican church? Of course he is not. His distinction is that he is the first honest gay bishop. Indeed, to illustrate the total duplicity of church hierarchies, some of the fiercest critics of homosexuality in the church, Catholic and Protestant, today are closeted homosexual bishops.

When the sexual values of the church are this deeply confused, travesties occur. The rampant abuse of children is revealed and the church responds by covering the evidence and transferring the violators, even promoting them. What credibility lies in that message?

To bolster these irrational stances, the Bible is quoted by Christian leaders. In that activity, these leaders seem unaware of the past 250 years of critical biblical scholarship. The Bible has been used to buttress such lost causes as the divine right of kings, a "flat" Earth and that strange and discredited concept called "creation science".

The Bible has been used to support the institutions of slavery, segregation and apartheid, to say nothing of undergirding the tyranny of right-wing dictatorships in the third world. The Bible has been quoted to justify corporal punishment for children that has produced consistent abuse, to oppose the equality of women and to support capital punishment. It has been used to justify wars of religious terrorism such as the Crusades. Is there any wonder the Bible's credibility is minimal?

With a public record this strange, why does anyone continue to listen to the "Bible-based" public proclamations about issues of human sexuality that emanate from the Christian church? Why would any woman be willing to heed the "moral opinion" of an all-male ecclesiastical group, pontificating in the name of a God called Father, about what is moral for a woman to do with her body? If women are precluded from the decision-making ecclesiastical process, then why should they bother with such uninformed ignorance?

The church seems to have paid little attention to the fact that the Christ figure is portrayed in the New Testament as inviting all people to come to him. He identified himself with the marginalised - the lepers, the Samaritans and the woman taken in the act of adultery.

Everywhere I go around the world, I confront a spiritually hungry humanity - but one totally unwilling to listen to the religious claims of those who have done such evil to so many while claiming that they are speaking for Christ. Most people I meet think the only option to continuing to be part of this kind of abusive religion is to rid themselves of religion. I seek a different alternative, a radical new reformation that will transform the Christian church from a power-seeking institution designed to create religious conformists, to one whose aim is to enhance our common humanity.
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