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Tumult: Stormy cultural change

Morality evolves constantly. A half-century ago, it was a felony to be gay in West Virginia. Same-sex lovers were sent to the old Moundsville prison under biblical-sounding sodomy laws.

Also at that time, it was a crime to see nudity in magazines or movies - or to buy a cocktail or lottery ticket - or for stores to open on the Sabbath - or to sell birth-control devices in some states - or for blacks and whites to intermarry - or for blacks to enter white restaurants, hotels, theaters, swimming pools, etc.

Now all those 1950s taboos have vanished, wiped out by long court struggles and legislative battles. Yesterday's Puritanism is unknown to young West Virginians, and seniors barely can remember it.

About the only taboo still packing potency today is aversion to gays - and it steadily fades, year after year. Someday, it will be forgotten, like past discrimination against blacks and the other types of disapproval.

But acceptance of gays still can cause tumult and turn people against each other. Sadly, a Corridor G church congregation is learning this painful lesson.

 At the Minneapolis convention of the 4.8-million-member Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, delegates narrowly voted to let homosexuals in lifelong committed relationships serve as ministers. Previously, gays could be ELCA clergy only if they pledged to remain celibate.

Some delegates at the assembly protested strongly. The Rev. Richard Mahan of Charleston's St. Timothy Lutheran Church declared that the Bible says homosexuality and same-sex marriage are "immoral and perverted." He said the denomination is trying to "condone what God condemns." His comment appeared in multitudes of newspapers around America.

Returning to Charleston, the minister blacked out "Lutheran" on the sign of his $6 million church. He said he was ashamed of his denomination, and his congregation may vote to quit the ELCA. Members gave him a standing ovation. But Mahan says he received hateful e-mails, and he stopped speaking to news reporters.

This is a stressful time for St. Timothy members. We can't guess whether they will vote to break away from their denomination. But we hope they reflect thoughtfully on the steady evolution of morality in America. This problem that seems tormenting today probably will diminish in coming years. A few decades from now, gays surely will be more fully accepted in U.S. society, no longer a cause of conflict. State after state is granting them full equality.

Past strictures have faded. Just as the Old Testament decreed death to gays, it also mandated execution of various others including people who work on the Sabbath. And it endorsed slavery. But those ancient rigidities gradually dissolved under Western democracy. Cultural tides keep shifting. Someday, the dilemma that now distresses St. Timothy Church will lose its sting.

