
An Overview of Matters Related to 

the Subject of Homosexuality in the RCA 
 

 

[Italicized texts highlight key actions or statements.] 

[Note a pattern:  one synod a clear stand, the following synod a counter-balancing or weakening] 

 

 

In 1978, the General Synod voted to make a paper presented by the Commission on Theology 

available to RCA congregations. The paper stated that: 

"Heterosexuality is not only normal; it is normative. Homosexual acts are contrary to the 

will of God for human sexuality." 

"While avoiding simplistic and obnoxious social crusades, the church must affirm 

through its preaching and pastoral ministry that homosexuality is not an acceptable 

alternative lifestyle. God's gracious intent for human sexual fulfillment is the permanent 

bond of heterosexual love. This redemptive word must be spoken, with sensitivity, 

caring, and clarity to any person who would make a perverted sexual choice, and to 

society as a whole." 

"It is one matter to affirm that self-chosen homosexual acts are sinful. It is quite another 

to reject, defame, and excoriate the humanity of the person who performs them. This 

distinction has often been missed. It is possible and necessary on biblical grounds to 

identify homosexuality as a departure from God's intent. However...there are no 

theological grounds on which a homosexual may be singled out for a greater measure of 

judgement. All persons bear within them the marks of the fall." 

"The denial of human and civil rights to homosexuals is inconsistent with the biblical 

witness and Reformed theology." 

 

A report entitled "Christian Pastoral Care for the Homosexual," presented to the General Synod 

in 1979, listed three areas of congregational life with which the church must come to terms if it 

is to witness effectively to the homosexual: 

Elimination of the double standard of morality applied to the homosexual. It often seems 

as though the church places certain sins, homosexuality among them, beyond its own 

responsibility for ministry and, by implication, beyond the reach of God's grace. 

The church should acknowledge its sins against the homosexual. Homosexuality is 

neither to be celebrated nor persecuted. Homophobia must be replaced by a sense of 

common humanity, the desire to understand, and the determination to put away the sins 

commonly committed against the homosexual, including stereotyping, caricaturing, and 

enjoying disparaging humor at the homosexual's expense. 

The church should make a genuine effort to understand homosexuality. The church must 

be willing to understand and deal with the concrete life situation in which [the 

homosexual] finds himself. There is much we do not know about homosexuality, but we 

do know that it is a complex phenomenon (MGS 1979: 130-131). 
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The 1990 General Synod voted to adopt an official position on the issue of homosexuality, as 

some classes felt there was confusion within the church as to the status of the 1978 report on 

homosexuality. The advisory committee recommended: 

To adopt as the position of the Reformed Church in America that the practicing 

homosexual lifestyle is contrary to scripture, while at the same encouraging love and 

sensitivity towards such persons as fellow human beings (MGS 1990: 461). 

 

In 1994, General Synod voted to adopt another resolution addressing the church’s relationship 

with homosexuals. The resolution stated: 

The General Synod of the Reformed Church in America recognizes and confesses that the 

Reformed Church in America has failed to live up to its own statements regarding 

homosexuality in 1978 (MGS 1978: 229-240), 1979 (MGS 1979: 128-135), and 1990 

(MGS 1990: 461). Few in the Reformed Church in America have creatively and lovingly 

spoken with persons with a homosexual orientation about the truths of Scripture and the 

hope of the gospel. Many have participated in or tolerated forms of speech and behavior 

which humiliate or degrade such persons. Many of the churches within the Reformed 

Church in America have not provided an environment where persons have felt the 

acceptance and freedom to struggle with hard issues involving sexual orientation. Many 

Reformed Church in America members have shown no interest in listening to their 

heartfelt cries as they struggle for self-acceptance and dignity. For all these wrongs, this 

General Synod expresses its humble and heartfelt repentance, and its desire to reflect the 

love of Christ to homosexual persons. In all that this General Synod does, it seeks to obey 

the whole of Scripture, demonstrating in its own life the same obedience it asks from 

others. It calls itself and the whole church to a greater faithfulness to Christ in 

relationships with persons of homosexual orientation. 

To this end, the General Synod calls the church to a process of repentance, prayer, 

learning, and growth in ministry. This process will be guided by the basic biblical-

theological framework presented in the previous statements of the General Synod (MGS 

1994: 375-376). 

 

In 1997, the Formula of Agreement was approved allowing for the free exchange of ministers 

between the partnering denominations: the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, the 

Presbyterian Church, USA, the United Church of Christ, and the Reformed Church in America.  

(At that time, the United Church of Christ had already approved of the ordination of 

homosexuals.  The other two partnering denominations have done so since then.) 

 

In 1998, the General Synod called for a temporary moratorium on the issue of homosexuality. It 

adopted this proposal: 

To instruct this General Synod to refrain from deliberative debate and policy decisions 

relating to homosexuality, as these matters have already been thoroughly addressed by 

previous synods, and to urge this same action upon the 1999 and 2000 General Synods. 

To instruct the General Synod Council, through its Congregational Services Committee, 

to help enable congregations and classes to enter a process of intentional discernment 

concerning the pastoral challenges raised by the issue of homosexuality over the next 

two years, utilizing the study guide and other resources, in order to fulfill the actions 

called for on this matter by the 1994 General Synod (MGS 1998: 60). 

 



3 
 

In 2005, the Rev. Dr. Norman Kansfield was convicted by the General Synod of violating his 

vows as a General Synod Professor of Theology and as a Minister of Word and Sacrament for 

officiating the marriage of his daughter to another woman.  Following the trial, the General 

Synod approved a three-year denominational dialogue on the topic of homosexuality.  (Dr. 

Kansfield has since been re-instated as a Minister of Word and Sacrament while still advocating 

for an open and affirming view of homosexuals and same-sex marriage.  Though not ordained by 

the RCA, Ann Kansfield continues to serve as a pastor of Greenbush Reformed Church in New 

York City.) 

 

In 2005, Room for All (RfA) was founded and organized by RCA members.  From their website, 

their vision and mission is: 

Compelled by the inclusive love of God revealed in Jesus Christ and empowered by the 

Spirit, Room for All is a community of Christ-followers in the Reformed Church in 

America.  Our vision and mission statements indicate our commitment to the welcome 

and affirmation of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and queer people and their allies, 

while pursuing grace-filled dialogue with those who believe differently….and advocate 

for a radically inclusive welcome and affirmation of the full spectrum of God’s people in 

all aspects of our congregational and denominational ministries 

 

In 2006, the General Synod voted to refer a paper entitled "Human Sexuality and Marriage" to 

the Theology Commission for review and revision in the light of the wisdom of Reformed 

theology. 

 

In 2009, following the conclusion of three years of dialogue, the General Synod voted to "affirm 

the value of continued dialogue and discernment on the topic of homosexuality within the 

church, to state that our dialogical and discerning work is not done, and that legislative and 

judicial steps are not a preferred course of action at this time."  

The 2009 synod also asked the General Synod Council to monitor how the assemblies of the 

church are dealing with this issue and report back to the 2011 synod.  

Finally, the 2009 synod recommended that "officeholders and ministers avoid actions in 

violation of the policies of the earlier statements of General Synod on ordination and relevant 

state laws on marriage, with sensitivity to the pastoral needs of all involved." 

 

In 2012, General Synod voted: 

While compassion, patience, and loving support should be shown to all those who 

struggle with same-sex desires, the General Synod reaffirms our official position that 

homosexual behavior is a sin according to the Holy Scriptures, therefore any person, 

congregation, or assembly which advocates homosexual behavior or provides leadership 

for a service of same-sex marriage or a similar celebration has committed a disciplinable 

offense; and further, 

that the General Synod Council shall oversee the creation of an eight member committee 

made up of representatives appointed by each of the regional synods to pray and work 

together to present a way forward for our denomination given the disagreement in our 

body relative to homosexuality. The purpose of the committee is not to revisit our stated 

position, but shall operate with the understanding expressed earlier in this 

recommendation and issue a report with practical recommendations to the General Synod 

of 2013 (MGS 2012: 149-150). 

 



4 
 

In 2013, the General Synod voted: 

To instruct the General Synod Council to appoint a diverse working group representative 

of the constituencies of the RCA and the varying understandings within the Reformed 

Church in America regarding sexual orientation and gender identity to identify, design, 

and/or develop resources for use in congregations and other RCA settings that will 

encourage grace-filled conversations among those holding varying understandings; and 

further, to identify, design, and/or develop resources for use in congregations and other 

RCA settings to assist the RCA in the development of strategies to preserve unity, purity, 

and peace (MGS 2013: 115). 

The 2013 General Synod also voted: 

To acknowledge that in 2012 we, the General Synod, in the proceedings that led to the 

adoption of R-28, demonstrated a lack of decorum and civility, and a general atmosphere 

in which delegates were not always treating one another as sisters and brothers in Christ; 

and further, 

to acknowledge that in 2012 we, the General Synod, usurped the constitutional authority 

reserved for the classes when, in R-28, we stated that “any person, congregation, or 

assembly which advocates homosexual behavior or provides leadership for a service of 

same-sex marriage or a similar celebration has committed a disciplinable offense” (MGS 

2013: 179).  

 

In 2013, Dr. James Brownson, General Synod Professor of Theology serving at Western 

Theological Seminary, published his book Bible, Gender, Sexuality: Reframing the Church's 

Debate on Same-Sex Relationships, in which he attempts to reframe the biblical debate on same-

sex orientation and marriage.  Brownson concludes the Bible does not opposed them.    

 

In 2014, the General Synod instructed the Commission on Church Order to incorporate a 

definition of marriage into the Book of Church Order (BCO) as between one man and one 

woman, and to report back to General Synod 2015. 

 

In 2015, the General Synod accepted a paper entitled "The Word Became Flesh" from the 

Commission on Theology as a resource for further reflection on human sexuality. 

Setting the topic of sexuality within the drama of God’s rule and reconciliation in Christ 

might indeed enable our church to rediscover the ground of a meaningful cultural witness 

in the midst of wearying conflict over a variety of topics concerning sexuality. 

The General Synod, in judicial session, approved the reception of an openly homosexual female 

ordained in another denomination into the membership of the Classis of New Brunswick. 

The Classis of New Brunswick submitted an overture, which was denied, asking the RCA to 

approve:  

People whose identities do not conform to dominant societal norms—lesbian, gay, 

bisexual, queer, transgender, asexual, and gender non-conforming identities, among an 

ever-increasing list of others—are gifts of God to humanity…. Therefore it is a sin to 

disparage people because they do not conform to society’s heterosexual norms and 

binary conceptions of gender (either male or female based on biology at birth). 
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In response to the 2014 General Synod’s instruction to incorporate a definition of marriage as 

between one man and one women into the BCO, the Commission on Church Order reported it 

“could not find a way to make a definition fit the church order but did arrive at a possible 

regulation.”  They then proposed an amendment to the BCO which would shift the authority to 

determine the nature of marriage from the level of General Synod to each Consistory or local 

governing body.  This amendment, if it had been adopted, would have had the effect of 

approving same-sex marriage in the RCA. 

In response to the President’s Report, the General Synod approved that a Special Council be held 

within a year to devise a constitutional resolution determining whether the RCA will be an open 

and affirming denomination or will hold to orthodox views of gender and marriage. 

 

In 2016, a Special Council was held in April.  The gathering included representatives from 

across the denomination and from varying perspectives.  The Special Counsel did not fulfill its 

goal to devise a constitutional resolution determining whether the RCA should be an open and 

affirming denomination or should hold to the orthodox view of gender and marriage.  Instead, 

the Special Counsel sent two proposals to General Synod: one allowing for the acceptance of 

same-sex marriage, and one formally adopting an orthodox view of marriage. 

The 2016 General Synod sent two proposed changes to our Constitution which would have 

constitutionalized the orthodox view of marriage to the classes for approval.  One was to make 

the Marriage Liturgy, which states marriage is “a joyful covenant between a man and a woman,” 

as part of our Constitution.  The second recommendation was to add a statement in to the BCO 

that marriage is between a man and a woman.  In order to be approved, each of these proposals 

needed a 2/3 majority vote of the classes.  Neither received the necessary votes to be approved. 

 

In 2017, the General Synod approved a recommendation stating that the Heidelberg 

Catechism’s text on “unchastity” includes a prohibition against homosexuality.  Since the 

Heidelberg Catechism is a part of the RCA’s Constitution, this should constitutionalize an 

orthodox view of gender and marriage.  However, this has yet to be tested. 


