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Sexuality, Justice and Healing  
 

Gathering prayer 
 
Loving God, we have taken your world and possessed it, turning beauty into profit, community 
into competition, resources into power. We have taken words and said too much or too little, 
turning good news into propaganda, cries for justice into whispers, stories of the poor into 
romance. We have turned relationships into contracts, friendships into bargaining, forgive us 
God, this is your world. You have entrusted it to us. Help us make it what it should be Amen.1 
 

Hearing the word 
 
Romans 7:14Ð25 
 

Considering the word 
 
Silence 
 
Reflection and Discernment 
 
¥ What did you hear? 
¥ Is there a word of God for us? 
 

Exploitation 
 
ÒMost merciful God, we confess that we are captive to sin and cannot free ourselves.Ó2 These 
well known words of confession from the liturgy remind us that sin has a deep and strong grip on 
our lives. The consequences of sinÕs grip can be seen both in individual behaviour and in social 
systems that are unjust. This grip can only be released by God. When we forget God and try to 
go our own way, sin can exert its control in surprising and devastating ways. PaulÕs mature 
insight into sin and discipleship is that long after we declare our loyalty to God, the forces of 
temptation are hard at work in our lives. 
 
DISCUSS 
 
¥ What does Paul mean when he says: I do not understand my own actions, for I do not do what I 
want, but I do the very thing I hate.3 
¥ Do you recognize truth in this statement? Why or why not? 
 

                                                 
1 From Seasons of the Spirit worship material for week of Oct. 20, 2002, Wood Lake Publishing.   
2 EvLW, page 95. 
3 Romans 7:15 
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Whether observing choices made by individuals, communities or societies, it is not difficult to 
name sexual sins and their damaging effects. These are signs of humanityÕs slavery under sin.4 
Reminding ourselves of sinÕs power is not meant to justify horrifying or tragic behaviour. Rather, 
it is meant to open our hearts to honest, respectful solidarity with the broken and oppressed, and 
to take seriously the various forces that are at work in our world. ÒSave us from weak resignation 
to the evils we deplore; let the gift of your salvation...Ó5 
 
In recent recommendations for dialogue on marriage, family and human sexuality, one 
suggestion by The Lutheran World Federation is for churches to: 
 

Affirm that responsibility and mutuality are basic for how we shape and live in sexual (as 
well as family) relationships with others. Encourage churches: to address misuse of 
sexuality in terms of prostitution, pornography, promiscuity, trafficking, incest and other 
forms of sexual exploitation; to give more attention to these issues; and not to focus 
attention only on the issue of homosexuality.6 

 
DISCUSS 
 
¥ What expressions of the misuse of sexuality have you observed in your context? 
¥ In what ways, small and large, has your congregation addressed these issues? 
 
ÒExploitationÓ means to use selfishly.7 Exploitation is about making choices that serve our own 
selfish purposes and that indulge our own emotional needs, while ignoring the will of God and 
the needs of our neighbour. Abuse and exploitation are sinful because they: 
 

¥ Inhibit a person from becoming the disciple God calls her or him to be; 
¥ Break relationships and wound the soul; 
¥ Violate principles of respect and equality; 
¥ Generate fear; and 
¥ Serve personal need and greed instead of serving God. 

 
At the core of exploitation issues is the use of power. !"#$%&'$()$*#+,"#$(-#$%).*$/0)%#.1$,2$
the capacity to act or to effect change3$!"$(-#$)"#$-&"*4$0)%#.$5&"$6#$72#*$()$*)$(-,"82$
0.)+)7"*9'$8))*$&"*$*#2,.&69#:$)"$(-#$)(-#.4$,($5&"$6#$72#*$()$*)$(-,"82$(-&($&.#$0.)+)7"*9'$
%.)"83$;)(-$72#2$&.#$&($09&'$,"$&"'$5)"<#.2&(,)"$&6)7($2#=7&9$#(-,52:$&($(,>#24$(-#'$>&'$2##>$
()$)<#.9&0$&"*$,"(#.(%,"#3? 
 
Exploitation and the abuse of power in sexual matters are particularly devastating because our 
sexuality is so deeply connected to our personhood, identity and sense of self-worth. Sexual 
violations are violations of the soul. 
 

                                                 
4 Romans 7:14 
5 From ÒGod of Grace and God of Glory,Ó by Harry E. Fosdick, EvLW #705. 
6 LWF: Marriage, Family and SexualityÑ Proposed Guidelines and Processes for Respectful Dialogue, Page 16. 
www.lutheranworld.org/LWF_Documents/2007_Council/Task_Force_Report-EN.pdf 
7 Oxford English Minidictionary; 1981, fourth edition. 
8 ELCA study Page 44. 
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David and Bathsheba  
(2 Samuel 11:1Ð12:9) 
 
David is remembered as IsraelÕs greatest king, serving both as a historical model of faithful 
leadership and as a metaphor of hope for a future saviour. At the same time, the Bible does relate 
stories of his faults. This may even enhance his role as a model by emphasizing the faithful work 
of God in blessing the community with good leadership in spite of peopleÕs weaknesses. 
 
In one such story, David is on the roof of his castle when he looks down and sees naked 
Bathsheba bathing on the roof of her house. Full of lust, David summons Bathsheba to the palace 
so that they can have an affair. David thinks this is the end of the matter, but the liaison results in 
a pregnancy. DavidÕs first reaction is to cover his tracks. He recalls BathshebaÕs husband, Uriah, 
from the frontlines of the war. David sends Uriah home to make love with Bathsheba, so that 
Uriah will think that he is the father of the child. However, Uriah is a soldier of such honour, that 
he refuses to enjoy the company of his wife while his fellow soldiers continue to endure the 
deprivations of battle. Foiled in this cover-up, David sends Uriah back to the frontlines and the 
king orders his generals to put Uriah in unavoidable peril; Uriah is killed in battle. David marries 
Bathsheba. Then the prophet Nathan comes to David, and using a parable reveals to the king how 
displeased God is with DavidÕs actions, and how disappointed David ought to be in himself. 
 
DavidÕs story offers a variety of warnings about temptation: 
 

David has several opportunities to stop the progression of this story. He could have 
chosen to stop looking at his bathing neighbour. He could have chosen not to have an 
affair. 

 
A key factor in exploitation and in professional ethics is recognizing power disparity in 
relationships. Bathsheba has less power and fewer choices in this story than David does. 
David is misusing his power as king when he coerces Bathsheba into a sexual 
relationship. 

 
Guilt, shame and regret do not necessarily beget honesty. David needed to admit his error 
and make a change. He has at least two chances to admit that he is the father of this baby. 
Instead, he keeps trying to cover his own tracks, and to make everything okay without 
facing the consequences of his actions. Confession of an affair and sexual exploitation, 
along with forgiveness and responsibility, would have prevented the additional sins of 
lying and murder. 

 
Uriah is an honourable character; the kind of soldier the country needs. In seeking to 
protect his own reputation, David puts his entire nation at risk. This is a gross violation of 
his duty as king. David is using his power to feed his own desires, instead of using his 
power to serve the good of the community. 

 
David is enraged by the behaviour of the protagonist in NathanÕs parable. David knows 
that what he has done is wrong, but he continues to try to justify himself, and to 
manipulate circumstances so that he looks like a good person and a good king. The 
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marriage to Bathsheba is another attempt to pretend that everything is fine. Sometimes, 
the flaws we canÕt stand in others are connected to the flaws we are denying in ourselves. 

 
There is a progression in this story: from lust, to power abuse, to fornication, to 
irresponsibility, to lying, to murder. This is not an inevitable chain of events; but it does 
reveal that sin is rarely an isolated incident. It is precisely such ongoing attempts at self-
justification that law and gospel intend to interrupt. 
 

The places where we live, work, worship and play are the places where we have power. 
Choosing to respect social boundaries and working to create space where people feel safe to 
strive and to grow is one thing we can do to make a difference. Good leadership needs to 
honestly reflect on personal motivations, evaluate the effects of organizational policies, and to 
honestly face both personal mistakes and unjust systemic practice. In all situations, it is 
important to consider how power is being used, and to whose advantage. 
 
DISCUSS 
 
¥ Is this a useful story in helping us to understand sexual exploitation in our world today? Why or 
why not? 
¥ How did Jesus use power in his ministry? Consider times of teaching, healing and his journey 
to the cross. 
 

Push and pull factors 
 
In June of 2008, General Secretary Ishmael Noko raised the issue of human trafficking in his 
report to The Lutheran World Federation (LWF) Council: 
 
The most basic notion of human dignity in all religious traditions maintains that human beings 
are not movable possessions (chattels) to be bought and sold. And yet an increasing number of 
human beings are trafficked each year across international borders, and probably even more 
within national boundaries. It is reported that some 80% of the people trafficked are women and 
girls, of whom about 50% are minors. The reasons are related to sexual exploitation, organized 
begging, forced or underpaid labour, and Òorgan harvestingÓÑ all of which undermine the 
dignity of the persons trafficked. According to research undertaken by UNICEF, and UNESCO 
and other UN agencies every continent is affected in some way by the scourge of human 
trafficking. Thus no church or religious community can excuse itself from addressing this 
pressing issue. I am particularly concerned about Dalits and tribals in relation to organ 
harvesting. Their political and social status makes them extremely vulnerable. I believe that you 
are aware that we are talking about a population of more than 260 million people. I hope that the 
Program Committee for International Affairs and Human Rights can prepare a recommendation 
for action by the Council. 
 
The reasons for human trafficking are extremely complex because they interconnect with other 
factors. Therefore there are no stand-alone solutions to this problem. For the purpose of this 
report I will describe the problem as falling into two categories, namely the ÒpushÓ factors and 
the ÒpullÓ factors. 
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Push factors 
 
Poverty: The single most important push factor in the developing countries is poverty. When 
individuals are living in an extremely desperate economic situation and need to feed themselves 
and their families, they fall victim to criminal syndicates. 
 
Insecurity: Insecurity is also a major push factor. Insecurity may result from armed conflicts, 
political crises, domestic or community violence, natural disasters, or from the breakdown of 
social structures and symbols of authority that protect human dignity in traditional society. 
People fleeing from violence and other causes of insecurity lose the protection of family and 
community and find themselves at greatly increased risk of human trafficking. 
 

Pull factors 
 
Demand: A key external pull factor is obviously the demand in the wealthier countries in the 
Middle East and the West for cheap labour both in the general labour market and in the 
commercial sex industry. 
 
Profit: For some, trafficking in human beings is a highly lucrative business. According to some 
estimates, profits are as high as 20 billion US dollars annually. Organized crime cartels involved 
in human trafficking operate through an amorphous network that involves a variety of 
intermediaries. 
 
False promises/unrealistic expectations: Many of those trafficked are lured by false promises or 
by unrealistic expectations of life and economic opportunities in the destination countries. 
Without reliable information about the real experiences of those who have been trafficked, poor 
people in rural communities have very few defences to protect them from followingÑ or sending 
their children to followÑ a mirage. 
 
The first step towards a solution of this complex social problem should be that the churches 
acknowledge that it exists in their country and thereafter develop mechanisms of collaboration in 
order to address it.9 
 
Push and pull factors are involved in a variety of issues. For example, pornography is sometimes 
portrayed as a victimless crime, or even as a healthy release for perversions that might otherwise 
be expressed elsewhere. Emerging from the worlds of fantasy and titillation, pornography 
simplistically, inaccurately and negatively portrays the roles women and men in developing 
sexual relationships. This has a detrimental effect on the young, the sexually immature and the 
emotionally vulnerable. Inappropriate, harassing and abusive behaviour is portrayed as normal. 
For society as a whole, this all decreases respect between genders and increases the risk of 
inappropriate behaviour in homes, workplaces and communities. Moreover, one needs to 
consider what coercion may have been involved in recruiting people to participate in the making 
of such material. Were poverty, insecurity, drugs or violence factors in participation? It is not an 
                                                 
9 From: Agenda exhibit 8 Meeting of the LWF Council, Report of General Secretary Rev. Dr. Ishmael Noko, Arusha, Tanzania, 
25Ð30 June 2008 Page 3Ð4 www.lutheranworld.org/LWF_Documents/2008_Council/Gen_Sec-Report-2008.pdf 
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easy conversation to have in a congregation, but in almost every congregation there are at least 
some members who are affected by the use of pornography. Are there things we can do to reduce 
demand for having a sex industry? 
 
Strive first for the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to 
you as well.10 Push factors remind us that the churchÕs call to end poverty, resist violence and 
work for peace are connected to ending sexual exploitation. The pull factors tell us that our 
actions have far reaching effects. Are we able to admit there is a problem? 
 
DISCUSS 
 
¥ Do you find it helpful to consider push and pull factors? Why or why not? 
¥ What might be done to reduce push factors? 
¥ What might be done to reduce pull factors? 
 

Mission for compassion and justice 
 
How does the church respond to issues of injustice and exploitation? A ministry of seeking 
justice and peace might have three interrelated expressions: Awareness, Accompaniment, and 
Advocacy. 
 
Awareness is learning about situations. We learn both by meeting people living in a 
context/reality, and by hearing from leaders and professionals who have studied issues. Some 
issues we encounter are far from our experience. That does not mean they are outside the 
experience of members of our church, and the people in our neighbourhood. Who in your 
community might have knowledge, relationships, experiences or resources that could help you 
come to a new understanding of an issue? 
 
Accompaniment is journeying in solidarity with those who are experiencing oppression. 
Accompaniment needs to be based on authentic relationships. Ministry of pastoral care and 
presence is a form of accompaniment, and might lead your congregation toward situations where 
you wish to express solidarity more fully. As well, you may wish to form a partnership with a 
ministry or agency that is already working on a particular issue. 
 
Advocacy is about communicating with governments and other leaders regarding the need for 
policies, practices and resources to address particular issues. Sometimes this is called Ògiving 
voice to the voiceless.Ó It is respectful, whenever possible, to have people speak for themselves. 
That is, advocacy may sometimes take the form of accompaniment. At the same time, oppression 
commonly mutes and suppresses the voice of the marginalized. Emerging from awareness and 
advocacy will be opportunities for disciples to articulate the concerns and needs of those who are 
oppressed. 
 
It is good to note that awareness, accompaniment and advocacy all involve a lot of listening. 
Listening builds relationship, demonstrates respect and is part of healing processes. Justice is 

                                                 
10 Matthew 6:33 
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about building fair relationships that provide opportunities for people to become who God calls 
them to be; and about building communities where everyone can know dignity, respect and 
peace. 
 
Justice is also about proclaiming the gospel. Grace helps people to know their dignity in GodÕs 
eyes. Forgiveness and repentance generates hope that things can change, and calls people to 
change. The cross reminds us of ChristÕs ongoing presence and power to heal. 
 
What is the mission of the church in light of exploitation? Some possibilities are: 
 

Prayer; 
Acknowledge that problems such as human trafficking and sexual exploitation exist; 
Create safe spaces for persons to name their reality, receive support and experience 
dignity; 
Seek to live out policies and practices in our communities that promote equality and 
eliminate harassment; 
Address pull factors; help empower people to refrain from using pornography, 
prostitution, and other exploitive behaviours; 
Address push factors; seek justice, challenge the causes and respond to the consequences 
of human suffering and poverty,11 advocate for public policies that reduce exploitation; 
Find opportunities to learn about issues in your context; and 
Respond to opportunities to journey in solidarity with those who are experiencing 
oppression. 

 
DISCUSS 
 
¥ What opportunities do you see to build awareness of sexual exploitation issues? 
¥ What opportunities for accompaniment do see in your neighbourhood? 
¥ What opportunities for advocacy come to mind today? 
¥ What agencies or ministries in your neighbourhood are potential partners in addressing these 
issues? 
 

Listening to the whisperings of the spirit 
 
Personal reflections: 
 

¥ What happened for you during this session? 
¥ My insights into my life are. . . 
¥ My insights into life and mission of my congregation are. . . 
¥ My insights into the life and mission of the wider church are. . . 
¥ In light of this session, questions that need to be explored are. . . 
¥ Insights I would like to share with the ELCIC Human Sexuality Task Force are. . . 

 
 

                                                 
11 Based on the Mission Statement of Canadian Lutheran World Relief, www.clwr.org/About-CLWR/mission.cfm 
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Feedback for the ELCIC Task Force  
(form provided in appendix #1.) 
 
Having considered this session, what observations might help the ELCIC as it develops a social 
statement on human sexuality? 
 

Closing prayer 
 
Give thanks for: Places of safety and respect 

  Global and local partners in ministry 
  The light that the Bible brings to our lives 

 
Pray for:  Those who are exploited, impoverished or endangered 

  The vision and courage to make a difference 
  Christ to be made known most where he is needed most 

 
Offer your own prayers:  


