
In February, 2019 YWAM’s Founders’ Circle received a letter from some beloved YWAMers
about issues of sex and marriage within our mission. In response to their inquiry, the following
was written at our request by David Hamilton. Please read thoughtfully and prayerfully, 
Loren and Darlene Cunningham:

March 8, 2019

Dear friends and colleagues,

God’s aloha from Kona, Hawaii, to each and every one of you.

We (the Founders’ Circle) thank you for your letter. We have heard your concerns and made
space in our current gathering to listen. We are grateful for your service in our midst and thankful
that you have reached out to us. As we are now concluding our time together as a Founders’
Circle, we want you to know that we have dedicated ourselves to consider thoughtfully and
prayerfully the questions you have raised. Because of your concerns, Sean Lambert invited Dr.
Preston Sprinkle on our behalf to spend an extended time sharing in our midst. He has helped us
understand more fully the issues before us as a mission. We are grateful for the input he gave us
and for his wise and biblical blend of truth and love on this subject that holds many complex
pastoral issues. I (David Joel Hamilton) was asked to write you to share with you the essence of
our reflection prayer and discussion together.

As you know, in September 2018, at YWAM Together in Thailand, the Founders’ Circle
published the newly updated Statement of Purpose, Core Beliefs and Foundational Values of
Youth With A Mission which included – among other things – clarified wording for Value 15.
Since it was first put in print, Value 15 was about inclusion. It was a declaration that every
member in a family has a significant part to contribute to the Great Commission. The missionary
call was not to be the role of one or two members of the family, but of the whole family, with
“each member sharing the call to missions and contributing their gifts.” This language may now
seem normative to us, but the intentional inclusion of spouse and children in the call of God was
radical when YWAM was birthed. What was not radical (at the time the value was first written)
was our understanding of what constituted marriage and family. Why was it not radical? Because
we held to the traditional, historic Christian definition of holy matrimony. Our position has not
changed, but we are aware that the world around us has changed. Thus we felt the need to state
explicitly what has always been our understanding of biblical holy matrimony.

In this clarification, no one was attacked and no position was called out. It was a straightforward
clarification of what Value 15 had always been. We sought to communicate it clearly in truth and
with love. When questions were raised in the subsequent weeks, I then wrote an eight-page
document called Reflections on Value 15, which you quoted briefly in your letter. Through this
communication (written in consultation with Loren and Darlene and the Founders’ Circle) I
sought to express our beliefs and values in a gracious and loving manner.

And yet your letter has helped us understand that more clarification is still needed. It is not
appropriate within our Foundational Values to unpack a comprehensive biblical understanding



on sex and sexuality. The purpose of our values is to establish what we consider to be both right
(so we should do it) and also good (so we want to do it). Our values define us as YWAMers.
Darlene Cunningham, who first taught on our values, writes in her well-known “Belief Tree”
article included in the DNA Infusion Syllabus, “our values grow out of and clarify our underlying
beliefs. Just as a tree doesn’t begin with the trunk at ground level, our values are not the starting
point. The starting point for producing fruit that remains is the root system revealed throughout
the Bible.” If our Foundational Values are truly values then they are not only an external standard
that we must meet, but an internalized good that we seek to embrace with all our heart. So, the
intent of Value 15 is to affirm that as YWAMers we consider it right and good for all members
of the family be engaged in the Great Commission.

While it is not appropriate to unpack a comprehensive biblical understanding on sex and
marriage within the context of our Foundational Values, your letter makes it clear that more
teaching is needed on this important subject. As a mission we need to address some key issues
about marriage and gender. We recognize that the Bible addresses a wide range of topics having
to do with sex and sexuality, including statements about temptation, lust, purity, fornication,
adultery, prostitution, procreation, childbearing, sterility, impotency, homosexuality, pedophilia,
trans-gender, polygamy, monogamy, levirate arrangements, widowhood, circumcision, castration,
incest, pornography, rape, bestiality, virginity, celibacy, marriage and divorce. These statements
are made in many diverse contexts, and are written in forms both explicit and implicit, at times in
descriptive narratives and at other times in prescriptive pronouncements. There is much to study
and consider in this broad topic which goes beyond the scope of this letter. Because of this we
would encourage thoughtful research and communication about this topic by those who have a
high respect of the Scriptures and who wish to be Spirit-led as they are called to minister to
others with grace and wisdom. May they help us always respond in truth and love to the profound
needs of precious individuals in a world which is often both broken and hurting in these areas of
our human experience.

With that in mind, here are some key points that the Founder’ Circle talked about in these days:

• We hold unswervingly to God’s original design for holy matrimony between one man and
one woman as described in Genesis 2:23-24.  All sexual activity (heterosexual or
homosexual) outside of this God-ordained arrangement is sin.

• To be tempted is not a sin. Jesus was tempted and sinned not (Heb 4:15).  Temptation is a
common human experience. Paul writes, “The temptations in your life are no different from
what others experience” (1Co 10:13). We all have experienced temptations of many kinds,
including the temptation to lust unrighteously after another (either through opposite-sex
attraction or same-sex attraction). Heterosexual lust or homosexual lust or any other kind of
lust is lust – and whatever the form, it is all grievous to God and harmful to human
relationships. We sin when we act on our temptations (be that in thought, word or deed).We
wish to walk in the fear of the Lord and, together with others, grow in ever-increasing
holiness. This is possible due to the wonderful redemptive work of Jesus and the gracious,
empowering presence of Holy Spirit in our lives. Amidst our battles in this arena, we
intentionally take hope in the transformative truth and love of God.



• Outside of holy matrimony between one man and one woman the only sexual lifestyle which
displays the kingdom of God is one of celibacy. Premarital, postmarital, or extramarital
sexual activity is never condoned in the Scriptures.

• As a mission we need to affirm clearly the biblical standards for purity and holiness in this
and every other aspect of life. At the same time we need to always exemplify a gracious
attitude toward our brothers and sisters who are struggling in these areas. We remind
ourselves of Paul’s exhortation that “if another believer is overcome by some sin, you who
are godly should gently and humbly help that person back onto the right path. And be careful
not to fall into the same temptation yourself” (Gal 6:1).

• If a brother or sister fails in this – or any – area, we must “be kind to each other,
tenderhearted, forgiving one another, just as God through Christ has forgiven” us (Eph 4:32).
The appropriate response when we have engaged in sinful behavior is acknowledgment: that
is confession which leads to repentance. Never is advocacy of our sinful behaviors an
appropriate kingdom response.

• Language is very important for it shapes how we see ourselves and how we see others. Our
primary language of identity should be descriptive of who we are in Christ. Wisdom would
not have us define ourselves primarily by our sexual preferences, but by our familial
relationship with the loving Trinitarian God who has adopted us into a circle of unbroken
love.

• A vital role (among others) of the Founders’ Circle is to help guard the vision and values of
the mission. In our founding story, Loren has always led out in vision, emphasizing the
“what” of God’s word to us. This is most clearly expressed in the four legacy words of
YWAM: words which must always be strengthened throughout our tribe. Similarly, Darlene
has always led out in defining our values which often reflect the “how” and “why” of God’s
leading.  The Foundational Values were originally birthed through Darlene’s teaching and
have been held in trust ever since by the senior leadership circle in fellowship with the
YWAM founders.

• Our Foundational Values are a whole package. They are not a buffet line from which one can
choose some that one likes and leave behind those which one does not like. These values are
descriptive of who a YWAMer is; of what a YWAMer embraces as good and desirable. If
these values describe you (and you have done a DTS), then you are most likely called to be a
YWAMer. If you read through these values and do not see yourself joyfully embracing them,
then you most likely are not called to be a YWAMer.

• We hold to these biblical truths not because we have already perfectly walked in them
(Php 3:12-14), but because they continue to be true. By God’s grace we seek to align our
lives with the truth and not modify the truth to make it fit with our lives. “For the grace of
God has been revealed, bringing salvation to all people. And we are instructed to turn from
godless living and sinful pleasures. We should live in this evil world with wisdom,
righteousness, and devotion to God, while we look forward with hope to that wonderful day



when the glory of our great God and Savior, Jesus Christ, will be revealed. He gave his life to
free us from every kind of sin, to cleanse us, and to make us his very own people, totally
committed to doing good deeds” (Tit 2:11-14).

These are some of our Founders’ Circle reflections during these days. We are not yet done. We
are still learning how to follow after God with a whole heart and unswerving loyalty to him as we
journey through a broken world with grace and love.

There are a few specific issues that you raised in your letter to which I wish to respond. 

The first is regarding divorce. Our clarification of Value 15 states, “We uphold and celebrate the
Biblical view that God’s intent for holy matrimony is between one man and one woman.” You
note that we “decided to omit ‘life-long covenant’ from Value 15.” However – even though it is
mentioned in my Reflections on Value 15 – it was never in any previous version of Value 15.
Once again the original purpose for this value was to advocate for the inclusion of all the
members of the family in the mission of God. So it was not left out of Value 15 nor was it
inserted. 

You go on to ask the important why question. Why do we affirm that marriage is between one
man and one woman and not affirm it is intended to be a life-time covenant? The reason is this:
everywhere the Bible defines marriage it does so in clear language that involves two people – one
male and one female. This is the only kind of marriage the Bible affirms. The biblical teaching
on divorce is not so definitive and absolute. It is clearly God’s original design that marriage be a
life-long covenant. For this reason, God says he hates divorce and says to married men, “So
guard your heart; do not be unfaithful to your wife” (Mal 2:17). Divorce is certainly not God’s
plan for how a marriage should end. For this reason, Jesus said, “let no one split apart what God
has joined together” (Mat 19:6). 

And yet Moses makes provision for it in Deu 24:1-2. This is something Jesus pointed out on two
different occasions in the Gospel of Matthew (5:31-32; 19:2-9). He did not do so lightly. He
made it clear that, “Moses permitted divorce only as a concession to your hard hearts, but it was
not what God had originally intended” (Mat 19:8). But (to make the discussion even more
interesting), we read that Ezra actually commanded divorce. This is apparently because the evil
of idolatry that would result from marrying these pagan women was worse than the evil of
breaking the marriage vow (Ezr 9:1-10:27). Much more can be said about this topic, but enough
has been shared here to show that there are a variety of differing statements about divorce.
Divorce is at times prohibited and at other times commanded. We are discouraged from divorce
and yet it is permitted. In contrast, the biblical definition of holy matrimony is one and the same
throughout the Scriptures.

The second issue you raised is about polygamy. You state that, “we make exception for ‘one
wife’” in certain parts of our mission. If that is the case, it is not as a result of what is written in
Value 15 or any other public document of our mission. Certainly we may have encountered
situations in which people have come to faith in Christ out of a polygamous arrangement. We
face complex discipleship challenges as they try to align their lives with biblical principles while



fulfilling relational responsibilities with all those to whom they are married. This is undoubtedly
some of the background to the instructions that Paul gave to his pioneer church planters in Tit 1:6
and 1Ti 3:2. But of course, there are plenty of examples of polygamy in the Original Testament:
Abraham, Jacob, David, and above all Solomon. But please note that these are descriptive
passages; nowhere is there a prescriptive passage in the Bible which endorses polygamy.
Interestingly enough, among the ancients, Moses (through whom the law came) stands out among
many for his monogamous marriage.

One thing that might help us as we search the Scriptures for God’s ways in this area is to
consider the Torah’s teaching regarding sex and marriage for the priests. The requirements
placed on them were – in certain aspects – higher than those established for the general
population. We read that “priests may not marry a woman defiled by prostitution, and they may
not marry a woman who is divorced from her husband, for the priests are set apart as holy to their
God” (Lev 21:7). What was permissible for people at large was not so for those called into the
priesthood. Similarly, even more stringent standards were established for the high priest than
those that were in place for all his fellow priests. We are told that “the high priest may marry
only a virgin. He may not marry a widow, a woman who is divorced, or a woman who has defiled
herself by prostitution. She must be a virgin from his own clan, so that he will not dishonor his
descendants among his clan, for I am the LORD who makes him holy” (Lev 21:13-15).

In like manner, Paul writes in the New Testament era that the elders in the new Christian
communities should be “the husband of one wife” (Tit 1:6; 1Ti 3:2). Paul’s clear call to
monogamy establishes a higher standard regarding sex and marriage among those who are to lead
the body of Christ than that which was the accepted norm in the society at large.

In these injunctions to the religious leaders, issues of divorce and polygamy are addressed in
ways that exceed the norm proclaimed to society at large. Why?

Why these parallel examples between Moses’ levitical writings and Paul’s pastoral epistles? Are
they creating a system of double standards or is something else at play? The former seems
implausible. Instead, it seems that in these examples from both the Original Testament and the
New Testament, suggest that a higher standard is established for the religious leaders because
they would be seen as role models of what was most desirable. This may well point us to the key,
the pattern, or  the how-to of societal transformation. 

It appears that the reason for this manner of communication is the hope that the people at large
would observe the beneficial consequences resulting from these leadership practices and do
likewise. How do you transform society’s view on sex and marriage? It appears that these
instructions are given with the understanding that culture is rarely changed through legal
imposition. Instead, society may be transformed as people would begin to voluntarily imitate the
godly lifestyle of influential cultural role models, including their religious heroes. The point of
these passages does not lie in the particulars of what is prohibited or allowed, but that God calls
us to a higher standard than that which is held by any human culture. As the gospel permeates
society, multi-generational change will happen – not through authoritative legislation but through
the influential modeling of God’s called ones. 



If this is indeed the case, what lessons can we glean from this for today, both for this topic and
many others? These are important considerations as we set our hearts to be discipled in the ways
of God and learn how to serve nations whom God wants to have discipled.

I hope this communication serves you well. Thank you again for your service in our mission.

God bless,

David Joel Hamilton


