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To be a community that faithfully follows Jesus, we must begin with the confession 
that all human beings are bearers of the image of God. This means that we cease 
being stone throwers and dedicate our lives to becoming faithful stone catchers. 



Throwing Stones 

She didn’t know it was so valuable. She knew she was being destructive. Destruction can be a lot of 
fun, especially when you’re an infant and you’re just beginning to learn the power your hands 
possess. My daughter Joey had only just learned to throw things, and I had encouraged that. But I 
certainly didn’t mean for her to throw the Willow Tree figurine my sister Becci had given me. It was 
this beautiful, hand-crafted porcelain depiction of a brother and sister sitting together. It was one of 
my prized possessions. But she didn’t know it was so valuable. She just knew she would get a thrill 
out of throwing it. She knew she was being destructive, but she didn’t understand what she was 
destroying. She didn’t understand—how could she?—that in her hands was a representation (an 
image) of the special bond between my sister and me. Now, here they are, headless porcelain 
siblings. 

The creation story in Genesis reads like an ancient, poetic appeal to remind us what is sacred and 
valuable. Like the rest of creation, the Creator in Genesis declared that human beings are good (tov 
in Hebrew)—very good (tov meod), even. This sacred story about how the cosmos came into being 
says that humans were made in the image of God. It suggests that the people next to you, regardless 
of where they are from, what language they speak, the amount of money they make, the color of 
their skin, their sexual orientation, their preferred gender expression, or any other characteristic we 
might use to judge their worth, to God they are very good (tov meod). They are bearers of God’s 
image. 

For some reason, this is so hard for us to remember. We get so caught up in our own customs, our 
cultures, our understanding of the world, that we are a lot like my daughter. We find it easy to be 
destructive, to destroy things that are deeply valuable to God—even things that we know are made 
in God’s image. 

There is this ancient custom communities used to practice called stoning. You could even say that 
stoning was a religious practice. One way of reading the history of religion is to see it as the story of 
shifting pronouncements and rationales about who should be stoned. What portion of our 
communities are we justified in destroying, even commanded by God to destroy? In the Hebrew 
scriptures, stoning—death by throwing stones—was the required punishment for crimes like murder, 
idolatry, blasphemy, or actions that defied sexual or ceremonial norms. 

In the gospel of John, we have the story of a woman who was caught in adultery being chased by a 
crowd that was aiming to stone her. The story then reports that they came to Jesus, only to hear 
Jesus say the famous phrase, “Let him who is without sin cast the first stone” (John 8:7). 

Then, after Jesus’ crucifixion during the days of the early church, when it was decided that the 
followers of Jesus should be executed, stoning was the preferred method. Remember, if you will, the 
story of the execution of Stephen the Martyr. His accusers dragged him out of the city and had their 
leader stand by and hold their coats—an important detail—while Steven was stoned to death (Acts 
7:54–60). Later, we would learn, that leader would be blinded by a light and have a conversion 
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experience. The voice from heaven called out to him, “Why are you persecuting me?” He realized in 
that moment that, just as he thought he was acting out of faithfulness to his religion by stoning 
others, what he was actually doing was destroying the lives of those who were made in the image of 
God. He was destroying God images. This story, if you didn’t already know, is the conversion story of 
the Apostle Paul. You might say that the Apostle Paul’s conversion was that of a stone-thrower turned 
stone-catcher. 

Stone Catchers 

Bryan Stevenson, the author of Just Mercy and founder of the Equal Justice Initiative, has made it his 
life’s work to represent men on death row. He often tells that story from the Gospel of John about the 
woman caught in adultery. He sees himself as someone trying faithfully to follow the example of 
Jesus. The world throws stones, but Stevenson does all he can to keep those stones from hitting their 
target. An elderly woman, he says, once called him a “stone catcher.” And that was a name he would 
continue to embrace. 

“There is no such thing as being a Christian and not being a stone catcher.” He said. “But that is 
exhausting. You’re not going to catch them all. And it hurts. If it doesn’t make you sad to have to 
do that, then you don’t understand what it means to be engaged in an act of faith…But if you 
have the right relationship to it, it is less of a burden, finally, than a blessing. It makes you feel 
stronger.”  1

Like the Apostle Paul, I believe God is calling us to conversion. In a world that uses their religion to 
justify violence and exclusion, we are called to open our arms and treat every human being as a 
bearer of the image of God. Maybe we have never ourselves been one to throw stones, but we also 
cannot just stand by and watch as others do the stone throwing in our name. To be a community that 
faithfully follows Jesus, I believe we are called to join people like Bryan Stevenson and dedicate our 
lives to being stone-catchers. And that begins with the confession that all human beings are bearers 
of the image of God. This means that we cease being stone throwers, or even coat holders, and 
dedicate our lives to boldly proclaiming that each of our fellow human beings is a God image. 

Understanding Sex and Gender 

Sadly, despite the clarity of the first chapter of Genesis, that creation is good (tov) and that human 
beings are very good (tov meod) and made in the image of God, some read this very passage to justify 
treating some people as being less than human. 

“Humankind was created as God’s reflection:  
in the divine image God created them;  
female and male God made them.”  2

 Quote in Chris Hedges, The Wages of Rebellion (New York: Nation Books, 2016) p. 167.1

 Genesis 1:27, The Inclusive Bible Translation2
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For centuries, people have used this very verse to argue that God has made human beings to clearly 
fit into two categories: male or female. This is what is commonly known as the gender-binary. This 
way of thinking is not only supported by our Bibles, it’s embedded in the language we use to describe 
each other. Which pronouns do we use? We have words like “mommy” or “daddy” or “husband” or 
“wife”—when the basic truth that we must never fail to acknowledge is that we’re all human. When 
we forget this, we give room for our language and religion to justify the exclusion. It is essential that 
we always remember what is valuable to God—we are all God images, regardless of the language we 
use, the gender categories we choose, or the roles we assign ourselves or each other.  

Rather than shrink back from what might seem like a complicated topic, now might be a good time 
to talk about what informs our understanding of gender and sexuality. The Bible and religion are 
certainly one source. But it is not the only source that shapes how we understand the world. Our 
understanding of the world is also shaped by our cultures, our languages, our science and our 
education, and by our experiences of ourselves and each other. When we begin to look at the world 
and examine what is there, what we find is that the reality of the world around us often does not fit 
the information we have been given or the language we have been taught to use. 

For instance, there are a number of worms, fish, snails and other animals for which the strong 
gender-binary language of male or female just doesn’t fit. And while it is for different reasons, when 
you start to really look deeply at it, human beings do not fit nicely into the binary gender categories 
of male or female either. 

So, forgive me for a moment if this sounds like an episode of Bill Nye the Science Guy. (I think it is 
important, since our churches are the primary places where so much of the damage has been done.) 
Many of us have grown up in a world that teaches us to think that sex and gender are just two words 
that roughly describe the same things. We need clarity of language. The discussion, then, usually 
begins by breaking down the four basic categories of biological sex, gender identity, gender 
expression, and sexual attraction. Despite what most of us have been taught to believe most of our 
lives, these four categories do not always line up.  3

“[Biological sex] exists on a spectrum, with genitals, chromosomes, gonads, and hormones all 
playing a role. While most of us fit into the male or female category, but about one in a 
hundred may fall in between. [Some studies say it may be as much as five in one hundred. 
Just for comparison, less than two in a hundred persons have red hair.] 

“[Gender identity] is a deeply felt sense of being a man, a woman, or a gender that is both, 
fluid, or neither. Cisgender people identify with the sex assigned at birth; transgender people 
don’t. 

 If this topic is new for you, all of this information is presented in National Geographic’s January 2017 issue, titled “Gender 3

Revolution.” If you are not much of a reader, Katie Couric has a documentary version on DVD. We may have a viewing party at some 
point, but in the mean time, I have ordered a copy for the office and it should be in some time next week. Feel free to come by and 
check it out if you would like.
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"[Gender expression] relates to the way gender identity is expressed through clothing, 
behavior, language, and other outward signs. Whether these attributes are labeled masculine 
or feminine varies among cultures.”  4

Once you know that the gender is not binary, then we find that the romantic and sexual attractions 
that human beings experience for each other is far more complicated than the traditional “husband 
and wife” model of relationships. 

So, what does all this mean theologically? 

First of all, it means that the world does not always fit into the categories our languages or even our 
religions have taught us. When we spend the time rethinking things, hopefully we get a renewed 
since of what is valuable. We wake up to realize that far too many people who have, for far too long, 
been left out, excluded (at best) or persecuted (at worse) by religious communities who refuse to 
address bad theology and a misuse of our sacred texts. We see that passages like this beautiful one 
from Genesis 1 that at its core affirms the identity of every human being can be turned into a tool to 
justify stone-throwing. 

What does this mean for us, we are committed to living out a faith that declares that all human 
beings are made in the image of God? It means that we have to become stone-catchers. It means that 
we must constantly and consistently affirm the dignity of all human beings, regardless of their 
biological sex, gender identity, gender expressions, sexual orientation. For us at Brookside Church, 
we have already identified ourselves as an open and affirming congregation. So long as there are 
people in our community looking for a safe place to connect with God, we have a responsibility try to 
provide that kind of space. It means we must wrestle with topics like this—over and over. We have to 
be willing to learn new language, meet new people, explore new ways of thinking about the world. 
We all need to work on understanding ourselves and the expectations that we have of each other. 

Grab the hand of the person next to you for a moment. Maybe others don’t realize what is so 
valuable to God—but we do. Maybe people don’t realize how destructive their language or theology 
can be, but now we do. Now, we know that in our hands are God images. 

I don’t believe we have too many stone-throwers here at Brookside Church. But maybe too many of 
us have stood by on the sidelines, like Paul, watching those God loves be on the receiving end of 
exclusion, or even deadly violence. Maybe we have just trying not to get caught in the crossfire. But 
here is how I believe the gospel is challenging us today. I believe God is calling Brookside Church to 
become a congregation of stone-catchers, people who are educated and ready to act to transform the 
world into a place that is welcoming for all people—all sexual orientations, gender identities and 
gender expressions. Let’s be that!  
—Amen 

 Robin Marantz Henig, “How Science Is Helping Us Understand Gender” in National Geographic: Gender Revolution, v. 231, no.1 4

(2017 Jan.). 
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Reflection Worksheet  
 

Part 4: The Gender Spectrum 

Definitions 

• Biological Sex: Biological sex exists on a spectrum, with genitals, chromosomes, gonads, and 
hormones all playing a role. While most of us fit into the categories male or female, some 1 to 5% 
of the population falls in between. Just for comparison, less than 2% of persons have red hair. 

• Gender Identity: Unlike biology, gender is a social construct that is reflected in our language and 
culture. Gender identity is a deeply felt sense of being a man, a woman, or a gender that is both, 
fluid, or neither. Cisgender people identify with the sex assigned at birth; people who identify as 
transgender or genderqueer, don’t. 

• Gender Expression: Gender expression relates to the ways that gender identity is expressed. This 
includes colors, clothing, behavior, language, and other outward signs. It is important to 
remember that these how these attributes are labeled, masculine or feminine, varies from culture 
to culture. 

• Sexual Orientation: Sexual orientation is about who you’re attracted to sexually or romantically. 
Sexual orientations includes gay, lesbian, straight, bisexual, and asexual. 

Questions for Conversation and Reflection 

1) Describe an experience where you have seen language or religion used to justify violence against 
people who do not fit within the traditional gender-binary categories? 

2) What are some ways Brookside Community Church as a congregation can be more inclusive of people 
of all sexual orientations, gender identities, or gender expressions? 

3) Today, Pastor Michael quoted Bryan Stevenson as saying, “There is no such thing as being a Christian 
and not being a stone catcher.” Do you agree or disagree? Why or why not? 

4) What are some ways you personally can be more active as a stone-catcher?
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