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Abstract
This essay examines the Pentateuch’s understanding of the gēr—
the “alien” or the “sojourner”—to develop a theology of hospitality 
that can help to address the question of homosexual inclusion in the 
church. It argues that the Pentateuch directed ancient Israel to show 
hospitality to the foreigners among them based on the hospitable wel-
come they themselves had received from God, and that it extended 
this hospitality to include, especially, those who were not formally 
a part of the covenant community. The Pentateuch’s recognition of 
the gēr as a potential recipient of Israel’s hospitality stands out as 
distinct in the ancient world. Though the Pentateuch itself does not 
have LGBTQ people specifically in view when it talks about the gēr, 
extending this vision of hospitality to include LGBTQ people today 
may be seen as a consistent application of this theme in the modern 
context. Questions, however, remain. In light of the tension between 
the welcome of the gēr in the Pentateuch and the purity codes of 
that same literature (such that certain forms of illicit sexuality are 
thought to pollute the land), the essay concludes without fully resolv-
ing exactly what sort of inclusion of LGBTQ persons is authorized by 
Scripture. Perhaps the concrete nature of biblical hospitality would 
suggest that such questions are better worked out in the context of a 
specific community seeking authentically to embody such hospitality, 
rather than by offering broad generalizations in advance. 

One of the most pressing issues facing the contemporary North American Church 
is the question of inclusion for homosexual men and women in the community 
of faith. As Miguel De La Torre puts it, “Probably no other issue today is having 
a greater impact on churches and denominations, many of which are at the brink 
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of schism.”1 In 2007 a study by the Barna Group asked 16- and 26-year-olds to 
describe present-day Christianity, and the most popular choice among non-Chris-
tians and Christians alike was “antihomosexual.” 2 As biblical scholars, theolo-
gians, and church leaders alike explore the question of homosexual inclusion from 
various perspectives, one consistent conclusion emerges, regardless of whether 
one is on the affirming or non-affirming side of the debate: that the church can 
and should do better in offering a compassionate and Christ-like response to the 
gay men and women in their midst. Among the many theological themes one may 
draw on to this end, the theme of hospitality—the biblical call to welcome the 
stranger in Jesus’s name—offers the most potential as a starting point. As Wendy 
Vanderwal-Gritter argues, “the first priority in considering how your church might 
engage those outside the heterosexual mainstream is that of patient, relational hos-
pitality.”3 Vanderwal Gritter herself is the director of Generous Space Ministries, 
a ministry aimed at creating greater acceptance and better dialogue between the 
LGBTQ community and the Christian church. The ministry of “hospitality” is one 
of its core values.4

It is certainly true that the Scriptures enjoin the people of God to practice hos-
pitality as an expression of the gospel and as a mark of their Christian identity. In 
Entertaining Angels, Andrew Arterbury presents a close reading of the theme of 
hospitality as it appears in Luke-Acts—in Peter’s hospitable welcome of the mes-
sengers from Cornelius, for instance (Acts 9:48–11:18), or in Lydia’s hospitable 
welcome of Paul (Acts 16:11–15)—and suggests that early readers of these texts 
would have easily recognized the emphasis Luke places on hospitality “as a 
means of spreading the gospel and fulfilling the Christian mission.”5 For Luke, 
the practice of hospitality was a missional act, one of the ways in which the 
church was to fulfill its call to extend its witness to Jesus to the ends of the earth. 
Though the Christian tradition shaped it in new ways, the seed for this kind of 

“missional hospitality” was planted, in fact, in the teaching of the Torah, which 
directs the ancient people of Israel to care for the alien as a direct response to the 
hospitable welcome they themselves had received from God. In Exod 23:9, for 
instance, God forbids the people of Israel from oppressing the “sojourner,” based 
on the fact that they themselves “were once sojourners in the land of Egypt” (ESV). 

1 Miguel A. De La Torre, Out of the Shadows into the Light: Christianity and Homosexuality (St 
Louis, MO: Chalice, 2009), vii.

2 Justin Lee, Torn: Rescuing the Gospel from the Gays-vs.-Christians Debate (New York: Jericho 
Books, 2012), 2.

3 Wendy Vanderwal-Gritter, Generous Spaciousness: Responding to Gay Christians in the Church 
(Grand Rapids: Baker, 2014), 211. 

4 See the Generous Space website, accessed Aug 15, 2018. https://www.generousspace.ca/
what-are-we-about/ 

5 Andrew E. Arterbury, Entertaining Angels: Early Christian Hospitality in Its Mediterranean 
Setting, (Sheffield: Sheffield Phoenix, 2005), 175. 
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Christine Pohl puts it like this: “The covenantal structure of their faith framed 
Israelite responses to the alien. Just as God . . . loves the sojourner . . . so Israel 
was to act with . . . love that welcomed and provided. As God’s love for aliens 
provided them with food and clothing, so Israel was to express its love in prac-
tical, active ways.”6 

That God’s people have a responsibility to be a people marked by their hospi-
tality is demonstrably clear in both the New Testament and the Old Testament. 
What is less clear, however, is the way in which the practice of hospitality can and 
should be understood to include people “outside the heterosexual mainstream” (to 
use Vanderwal-Gritter’s terminology). 

Does biblical hospitality require that the recipient adhere to the ethical norms 
of the community before it can be extended? Does the call to practice hospitality 
supersede the community’s desire to maintain certain ethical norms that it believes 
to be biblical? Are these two things—ethical norms and biblical hospitality—
really in conflict in such cases? 

And most importantly, would the Bible include homosexual men and women 
among the group of people it has in mind when it enjoins God’s people to “wel-
come the stranger?” Is “stranger,” in fact, the best theological category to use in 
discussing the status of a gay man or woman in the community of faith? These are 
all questions that bob to the surface when we attempt to apply the theme of hospi-
tality as part of a theological answer to the question of homosexual inclusion. 

Although space precludes an exhaustive discussion of these questions in this 
essay, when we focus on the Torah—which is, arguably, the seedbed for the 
Bible’s theology of hospitality—and especially on those passages in Torah that 
command God’s people to show compassion to the “sojourner” in the land—a 
clear thesis emerges. The Torah directs the people of God to demonstrate hospi-
tality through their welcome of and compassion towards the foreigners living 
among them, a hospitality rooted in the compassionate welcome they themselves 
have received from God, and extended to include especially those who are not 
formally part of the covenant community. 

The Torah itself does not share the modern understanding that one’s sexual 
attractions constitute a distinct identity analogous in some way to an ethnic iden-
tity, and so it does not include homosexual people explicitly in its vision for who 
might be recipients of Israel’s hospitality. However, given the radical nature of the 
Torah’s vision for hospitality—which in many ways stands out as unique in its 
ancient cultural context—and given the theological truths that it consistently 
points to as the basis for this hospitality—that YHWH welcomed Israel hospit-
ably when they were “strangers” themselves—a strong case can be made that 

6 Christine D. Pohl, Making Room: Recovering Hospitality as a Christian Tradition (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1999), 28–29.
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extending this hospitality to include gay people today is a natural theological 
extrapolation and a consistent application of this theme in the modern context. 

This present study is an attempt to lay an initial groundwork for making such 
a case. Although it does not resolve all the theological issues that arise when we 
apply the Torah’s teaching on hospitality to the question of homosexual inclusion 
in the church, it offers a hermeneutical exploration of the possibilities, with the 
hope of prompting further reflection on this question.

Who is the Gēr in Torah?
Although there are a variety of terms that the Old Testament uses to describe the 
person who is a not at home in the land, or at least is not rooted ethnically in the 
land that he or she has made their home—the “stranger” or the “alien” of many 
modern translations—the most consistent term found in Torah is the Hebrew noun 
gēr, the “sojourner,” the “temporary dweller,” or the “new-comer (with no inher-
ited rights).”7 This term occurs 58 times in the Pentateuch, and is especially prom-
inent in Leviticus and Deuteronomy, which provides a variety of laws to govern 
the interactions between the ethnic-born Israelite and the gēr.8 Although the term is 
ostensibly related to the noun gûr—”to sojourn”—José Ramirez Kidd argues that 
in Leviticus and Deuteronomy it functions as a legal term, denoting a particular 
individual in Israel with a distinct legal status.9 He builds his case on the follow-
ing points: 1) the verb gûr is used specifically to describe Israelites “who had left 
their original towns and went to sojourn temporarily abroad” whereas the noun 
gēr is used to describe non-Israelites “who came to sojourn and were ruled by the 
internal regulations of the Israelite community”—gûr describes “emigration” and 
gēr describes “immigration”10; 2) unlike other words used to describe “strangers” 
generally, the noun gēr is never used with adjectival value, which suggests that 
gēr is a “technical term which designates not a person but a legal status”11; and 3) 
although Torah uses related words like nêkâri (“foreigner”) and zûr (“stranger”) 
in a wide range of contexts, its use of gēr is restricted to the masculine form, sug-
gesting again that it served as a technical legal term.12 Kidd’s conclusion is that 
the term functioned both “as an internal boundary between the native members of 

7  Francis Brown, The New Brown, Driver, Briggs, Gesenius Hebrew and English Lexicon: With 
an Appendix Containing the Biblical Aramaic / Robinson, Edward, 1794–1963 (Peabody, MA: 
Hendrickson, 1979), 158.

8 The occurrences by book are: Gen. 15:13, 23:4; Exod 2:22; 12:19, 48, 49; 18:3, 20:10; 22:21; 
23:9, 3; Lev 16:29, 17:8, 10, 12, 15; 18:26; 19:10, 33, 34; 20:2; 22:18; 23:22; 24:16, 22; 25:23, 
35; 25:47; Num 9:14; 15:14, 15, 16, 26, 29, 30; 19:10; 35:15; Deut 1:16; 5:14; 10:18, 19; 14:21, 
29; 16:11, 14; 23:7; 24:14, 19, 21; 26:11, 12, 13; 27:19; 28:43; 29:11; 31:12.

9 José Ramirez Kidd, Alterity and Identity in Israel (New York: Walter De Gruyter, 1999), 46.
10 Kidd, Alterity and Identity, 24. 
11 Kidd, Alterity and Identity, 29; emphasis in original. 
12 Kidd, Alterity and Identity, 28. 
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the Israelite community and those newly accepted,” and as an “external boundary 
of the community in relation to immigrants, whose religious practices were com-
monly perceived as a threat to their own material security and religious purity.”13 
Christiana van Houten arrives at a similar conclusion at the end of her analysis of 
the term: the gěrîm refers to “outsiders, who are vulnerable in a new place. They 
must rely on the protection of a powerful member of the Israelite society and fall 
under the jurisdiction of the patriarch of the family in most things.”14

As a legal term in the Pentateuch, it is of great significance that gēr regularly 
appears in association with the “widow” and the “orphan,” in the so-called “wid-
ow-orphan-stranger” triad of the book of Deuteronomy. This grouping appears 
ten times (Deut 10:13; 14:29; 16:11; 24:17, 19, 20, 21; 26:12, 13; 27:19), and is 
notably restricted to this book. Exodus occasionally groups the widow and the 
orphan together (22:22, 24), but does not include the gēr among them, suggesting, 
among other things, that the addition of the gēr as one of the classes of people 
who deserve special consideration is a later development in Israel’s legal tradition. 
As many scholars point out, setting the gēr in association with the widow and the 
orphan in this way signals his status as a persona miserae in the Israelite com-
munity, that is, one of the voiceless and vulnerable social classes, dependent on 
the kindness and generosity of others for their sustenance.15 

The Torah stands out among ancient Near Eastern legal texts for its recognition 
of the vulnerable plight of the sojourning alien in this way. As van Houten points 
out, a search for laws that regulate how the citizens of the land are to treat an 
outsider who needs to stay among them for some time yields “nothing in the 
Mesopotamian legal collections.”16 Ramirez points out that in ancient Near East-
ern literature “the pair ‘widow-orphan’ appears either alone or in relation with 
other elements like ‘the poor, the humble, the hungry.”17 Ancient Egyptian litera-
ture, for example, regularly refers to “the widow and the orphan” as specific cat-
egories of underprivileged people, but never to the foreigner sojourning in the 
land. Many ancient Near Eastern law codes, in other words, recognized the vul-
nerability of the orphan and the widow and articulated an obligation to protect 
them, but only the Torah includes the “sojourner” as a member of this underpriv-
ileged group. Ramirez suggests that this is because these ancient Near Eastern law 
codes were based on the principle of solidarity, where members of society higher 

13 Kidd, Alterity and Identity, 46. 
14 Christiana van Houten, The Alien in Israelite Law: A Study of the Changing Legal Status of 

Strangers in Ancient Israel (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1991), 62.
15 See Pekka Pitkanen, “Ancient Israelite Population Economy: Ger, Toshav, Nkhri and Karat as 

Settler Colonial Categories,” Journal for the Study of the Old Testament 42 no. 2 (2017) 139–53, 
here 141. 

16 Van Houten, The Alien in Israelite Law, 34. 
17 Ramirez, Alterity and Identity, 36. 
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up in the social hierarchy had a duty of beneficence to those lower down on the 
hierarchy, but society itself limited such solidarity “primarily to its own mem-
bers.”18 On this reading, by setting the gēr in association with the widow and the 
orphan, the book of Deuteronomy signals a radical expansion of the principle of 
compassion to include “outsiders,” people that other ancient near Eastern cultures 
effectively ignored.

It is clear from this analysis that the term gēr refers to a foreigner dwelling in 
ancient Israel and that in using the term, the Torah is assigning the outsider a 
protected status in Israelite society in a way that stands out among other ancient 
near Eastern cultures. What is widely debated, however, is the degree to which 
these laws expect the gēr to conform to the norms of Israelite religion and ethics, 
as sojourners in the land. Was it necessary for the alien to “convert” in some 
meaningful way to the worship of YHWH, in order to qualify as a legally-pro-
tected gēr under the terms of the covenant? Part of this debate stems from the fact 
that the Septuagint (LXX) translation of the Hebrew Scriptures frequently trans-
lates gēr with the Greek prosēlutos—a word which can be taken to mean, not 
simply an alien, but specifically one who has converted to the Israelite religion, 
that is, a Jewish proselyte. It should be noted, however that even the meaning of 
the Greek word prosēlutos is somewhat moot. Matthew Theissen argues that the 
LXX uses it in contexts where the word cannot possibly mean a “convert” (such 
as Deut 10:9), and that there is “no clear evidence that the earliest translated 
books of the Greek Bible worked with a definition of προςηλυτος that meant ‘cone-
vert.’”19 Conversely, van Houten argues that, although the term prosēlutos does in 
fact refer to a convert, this is an understanding that the translators have brought to 
the text, not one connoted by the Hebrew word gēr itself. That said, the idea that 
the Torah has a “convert to Judaism” specifically in mind when it refers to the gēr 
has carried into some Jewish-English translations of the Pentateuch, and is preva-
lent in the Rabbinical literature.20 

José Ramirez makes the most convincing case that, whatever else the term may 
have come to mean, the gēr in the Pentateuch is not someone who has converted 
to Israelite religion, but explicitly someone who has not. We can summarize his 
strongest arguments as follows: 1) that although the Holiness Code refers to the 
gēr in various places, he or she is never explicitly the addressee in any of the 
laws21; 2) that “only in late additions to the Holiness Code . . . do we come across 
laws in which the גר is subject to the same precepts as the Israelite”22; and 3) that 

18 Ramirez, Alterity and Identity, 39. 
19 Matthew Thiessen, “Revisiting the προσηλυτος in ‘the LXX,’” Journal of Biblical Literature 132 

(2013), 333–50, here 344.
20 Kidd, Alterity and Identity, 123.
21 Kidd, Alterity and Identity, 52. 
22 Kidd, Alterity and Identity, 55. 
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even then, the gēr is bound “only by the prohibitive commandments not by the 
performative ones.”23 More significant than these observations, however, is the 
fact that elsewhere (beyond the Pentateuch) the Old Testament uses a variety of 
terms to describe “those who have joined Israel,” such as in Zech 2:15, Isa 14:1, 
and Esth 8:17. Although it is clear that each of these texts has in mind a proselyte 
to Israelite religion, none of them uses the term gēr. In Kidd’s words,

This variety of expressions reflects the uncertainty of the auth-
ors. . . . They were confronted with the reality of those who joined 
Israel, but had not yet found the commonly accepted nominal tech-
nical term to designate them. If the noun גר had . . . a similar status 
to that of the later proselyte . . . it is difficult to see how some 
biblical authors hesitated about how to name those who joined 
Israel.24

This analysis suggests that, while the Torah did place certain expectations on the 
sojourner to regulate his or her activity within the community and his or her par-
ticipation in the life of the community, it did not require that her or she demonstrate 
a commitment to Israel’s God in order to qualify as a gēr under the terms of the law. 
Israel was required to show the gēr hospitality regardless of his or her status vis-
à-vis the Israelite religion. As we will see, this point is significant in our efforts to 
apply the Torah’s principle of hospitality to the question of homosexual inclusion, 
because it suggests that the community can and should make space for gay men 
and women, even if they do not share the community’s religious convictions on 
the question of sexual ethics.

The Obligation to the Sojourner in Ancient Israel
Having established that in the Torah, the word gēr refers specifically to the non-na-
tive born inhabitant of the land, living with and among the people of Israel, one 
who may or may not have demonstrated a desire to participate in the worship of 
Israel’s God, it is helpful at this stage, before discussing the application of these 
texts to the modern question of homosexual inclusion, to identify the various ways 
the Torah directs the people of God to show hospitality to the alien in such cases. 

We begin by noting the remarkable fact that the Torah twice commands the 
children of Israel to “love” the gēr (Deut 10:19; Lev 19:34). The only other times 
the Torah commands the people to “love” anything is Leviticus’s command to 
love one’s neighbor as one’s self (Lev 19:18), and Deuteronomy’s repeated 

23 Kidd, Alterity and Identity, 62. That is to say, the law does not require the gēr to observe the 
regulations and ceremonies that are part of Israelite religion, only to avoid those things that would 
compromise Israel’s purity. 

24 Kidd, Alterity and Identity, 65. 
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command to “love the LORD your God” (Deut 6:5; 11:1); in terms of the number 
of times it gets repeated, only the command to love the LORD your God with all 
your heart compares to this command to love the sojourning alien. Kidd argues 
that the focus here on “loving” the stranger, rather than simply on providing for 
him, suggests that the central problem behind the text is “the acceptance of the gēr 
within the community.”25 This is underscored when we consider the reasons Deu-
teronomy points to as the motive for loving the gēr: the fact that YHWH himself 
loves the gēr (Deut 10:18), on the one hand, and the fact that the people of Israel 
were once themselves gěrîm in Egypt (Deut 10:19b), on the other. Israel’s accept-
ance of the stranger, then, is predicated on YHWH’s loving acceptance of them as 
strangers, and is meant as an expression of empathetic solidarity with the 
outsider.

The second point we note is that the majority of the laws relating to the gēr are 
specifically intended to address his or her vulnerability as a powerless inhabitant 
in the land. This is evident, for instance, in the gleaning laws (Lev 19:9–10 and 
Deut 24:19–21) that prohibit the people from reaping the “very edges” of their 
fields, or going over their olive trees a second time, so as to leave something for 
the gēr who does not have land to harvest. Here the Torah recognizes the vulner-
able status of the alien and enjoins God’s people to show them compassion in 
concrete ways. It is notable that in this law, the gēr is paired, not with the wid-
ow-orphan grouping, but with the “poor” (‘ānî), signaling their vulnerability as 
the basis for the law. Similarly, we note how Deuteronomy consistently safe-
guards the legal status of the gēr, prohibiting the people of Israel from oppressing 
them (Deut 24:14), exploiting them (Deut 5:14), or denying them justice (Deut 
24:17). The stranger, in other words, is not to be denied the basic rights that the 
law affords the native-born Israelite simply because they are, in fact, strangers.

The final aspect of hospitality to discuss here are the provisions the Torah 
makes for the inclusion of the gēr in the cultic life of Israel. Here the regulations 
are more complicated and provisional. They do not presuppose a full or unlimited 
participation in the worship of YHWH, but they do offer some ways that the gēr 
who wishes to may join in the religious life of the community. Christiana van 
Houten, for instance, points out that in Deuteronomy the “alien” is specifically 
listed among those who are invited to participate in the Feast of Weeks and the 
Feast of Booths (Deut 16:11, 14), but there is “no mention of them in the Passover 
legislation.”26 She attributes this distinction to the nature of the Passover feast as 
a reminder of the founding history of the nation—“because of its nature, it is not 
appropriate to invite those who do not share their common history, i.e. aliens.”27 

25 Kidd, Alterity and Identity, 82.
26 Van Houten, The Alien in Israelite Law, 89. 
27 Van Houten, The Alien in Israelite Law, 90.
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The Feasts of Booths and Weeks, in contrast, are celebrations of the harvest given 
by the Lord—“As the Lord has been generous with the Israelites, they are to 
respond with joy and generosity”—and as such it is fitting that the gēr be invited 
to join in the occasion.28 This is not the only word on the status of the gēr vis-à-vis 
the Passover, however. As Siegbert Riecker points out, “The stranger can live as 

… ‘ārēl ‘uncircumcised’ and abstain from Passover and voluntary offerings. . . . 
[But if he becomes] mûl ‘circumcised’ the stranger can take part in the Passover. 
With voluntary offerings he can express his praise and thankfulness to YHWH 
and experience forgiveness of guilt.”29 Taken together, these various texts paint a 
progressing picture, where the gēr is invited to participate in some aspects of 
Israel’s religious life simply because of their status as sojourning foreigner, but a 
fuller participation in the cult is contingent upon their receiving circumcision as a 
sign of their commitment to YHWH and the Israelite way of life.30 In either case, 
however it is important to note that even the uncircumcised gēr is still required to 
respect and maintain the purity of the land. Van Houten summarizes the various 
requirements the Torah places on the gēr with this intent: they are required to be 
sexually moral (Lev 18:26); they are prohibited from worshipping Molech (Lev 
20:2); they cannot present blemished animals (Lev 22:8); they must not blas-
pheme (Lev 24:16); they must observe the Sabbath on the Day of Atonement (Lev 
16:29); they must cleanse themselves after eating meat found dead or coming into 
contact with a corpse (Lev 15:15; Num 19:10), and so on.31

The Gēr as a Gay Man or Woman in the Church
Before we can apply this study of the gēr to the question of homosexual inclusion 
in the church, two significant hermeneutical challenges need to be addressed. The 
first is the fact that the contemporary “sexual identity paradigm” with which most 
modern readers approach the question of homosexuality is itself foreign to the 
worldview of the Pentateuch. In her book The End of Sexual Identity: Why Sex is 
Too Important to Define Who We Are, Jenell Paris argues that “sexual identity”—
the notion that one’s sexual desires are somehow “identity-constituting”—is a 
social construct, a “Western, nineteenth-century formulation of what it means to 
be human.”32 She argues that the “homosexual/heterosexual” binary that the mod-
ern West uses to describe sexual “orientations” is not the only way people have 

28 Van Houten, The Alien in Israelite Law, 89. 
29 Siegbert Riecker, “Mission in the Hebrew Bible Revisited: Four Theological Trails Instead of One 

Confining Concept,” in Missiology: An International Review 44, no 3 (2016) 324–39, here 329. 
30 And even still, as van Houten points out in her discussion of Deut 23:1–8, there were some aspects 

of Israel’s life that the sojourning alien would remain excluded from. See van Houten, The Alien 
in Israelite Law, 99.

31 Van Houten, The Alien in Israelite Law, 156. 
32 Jenell Williams Paris, The End of Sexual Identity: Why Sex is Too Important to Define Who We Are 

(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2011), 41. 
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understood the nature of sexual desire, and the belief that people have a specific 
identity that is determined by their sexual desires is a relatively novel one in the 
history of human experience. 

What Paris’s work adds to the present discussion is a reminder that, although it 
may be intuitive for us to draw a connection between the gēr in the Old Testament, 
as one who is marginalized because of his “otherness,” and the homosexual today, 
who shares a similar experience, it is unlikely that the original audience of Torah 
would have seen the connection. In their mind, homosexual sex was something 
that someone did, not a desire that flowed naturally out of who one was. This 
explains why Leviticus groups homosexual acts in the list of taboo sexual rela-
tions (18:22), and why it explicitly applies this taboo to the foreigner living in the 
land, as much as to the native-born (Lev 18:26). 

This is not necessarily to say that the principle of hospitality towards the out-
sider that we find in the Pentateuch cannot illuminate the question of homosexual 
inclusion, only that if it is going to, we must first acknowledge that we are using 
it in ways that would not have been intuitive to the original audience. What the 
homosexual person in the church shares in common with the gēr of ancient Israel 
are the following: 1) they find themselves “sojourning” in a community that does 
not share the same cultural ethos as they do; 2) they are often marginalized and 
left vulnerable because of their “otherness” in the community; 3) they lack access 
to the power structures that determine their own participation in the community; 
4) “we” (members of the community) in many cases have been where “they” are 
(that is, on the outside of the community); and 5) they may be on a spectrum in 
terms of their faith-commitment to the religious norms of the community. These 
commonalities are enough to draw a meaningful connection between the 

“sojourner” in the Torah and the contemporary homosexual man or woman seek-
ing to participate in the life of the church.

This brings us, however, to the second hermeneutical challenge, namely, how 
to respect the Pentateuch’s emphasis on maintaining a certain sexual ethic in the 
community, on the one hand, while extending hospitality to the stranger, on the 
other. As pointed out above, the Holiness Code of Leviticus expected that its laws 
governing sex would be observed by the foreigner and the native-born alike 
within the community. How do we reconcile this observation with the thesis that 
homosexual men and women today can and should experience a hospitable wel-
come in the church on par with the kind of hospitality Torah requires Israel to 
practice? This is a complex question, to be sure, but a step forward may be found 
in analysing the logic of the Holiness Code itself. As Gordon Wenham reminds us, 
one of the underlying theological concepts at work in the book of Leviticus is the 
notion of purity and pollution, the idea of contagious uncleanness. In Leviticus, 
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The insistence on purification of the unclean is a corollary of the 
idea that Israel, the camp, and especially the tabernacle are holy. 
Contact between uncleanness and holiness is disastrous. They are 
utterly distinct in theory, and must be kept equally distinct in prac-
tice, lest divine judgment fall.33

One of the reasons underlying the prohibition against homosexual sex in the book 
of Leviticus, then, is the conviction that tolerance of such practices will pollute 
the land, and the people, by means of contact with it. In his theological study of 
the connections between the psychology of disgust and the theology of purity, 
Richard Beck argues cogently that Jesus effectively reframed the Old Testament 
understanding of holiness, so that “contact with the unclean” no longer “pollutes.” 
He suggests that one way of reading the ministry of Jesus is to see him as “formally 
addressing the unresolved conflict between the purity and justice traditions within 
the life of Israel.”34 He offers a close reading of Mark 1, where we see Jesus com-
ing into contact with various people that the Holiness Code would have excluded 
from the assembly as “unclean.” In each case, Beck argues, Jesus radically inverts 
the theology of purity itself, and purifies the unclean with his touch. With Jesus, 
that is to say, “we see a reversal, a positive contamination. Contact cleanses rather 
than pollutes.” This is, admittedly, a theological rather than a strictly hermeneut-
ical move, but it is one supported by sound hermeneutics. It is an axiom of the 
gospel that the Christ himself has fulfilled the requirements of the Holiness Code, 
and in himself provides purification for his people (1 John 1:9, 2 Pet 1:9, etc.). As 
such, he transforms the “contagion logic” of the Holiness Code in just such a way 
that allows us to practice hospitality towards those who would otherwise have 
been excluded from the assembly in Leviticus—including the ritually unclean, 
including the uncircumcised, including the gentile, and including, by extension, 
the gay man or woman.

Conclusion
This study has left important questions about the practice of hospitality towards 
members of the LGBTQ community unanswered. What does this kind of inclusion 
practically entail? How can the community realistically maintain its commitments 
to a particular sexual ethic while practicing this kind of hospitality? What bound-
aries can and should the church maintain? While space precludes anything more 
than the simple acknowledgement that these questions lie urgently on the horizon 
of future study, an important first step in answering them will be to hear the call 

33 Gordon Wenham, The Book of Leviticus, The New International Commentary on the Old Testament 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1979), Kindle Location 285–86.

34 Richard Beck, Unclean: Meditations on Purity, Hospitality, and Morality (Cambridge: Lutterworth, 
2012), 81.
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to practice authentic hospitality to the “other” as it sounds from the pages of the 
Pentateuch. In many ways, the concrete nature of biblical hospitality suggests 
that these questions are better worked out in the context of a specific community 
seeking authentically to embody it, rather than by offering broad generalizations. 
For churches that wish to do so, however, the radical welcome of the gēr that we 
find in the Torah should inspire us to risk much more than we might otherwise 
have dared, to let homosexual men and women make themselves at home in the 
presence of Jesus in the midst of our communities.


