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To the crowds in my front hallway,

the lovelies in my living room,

the few friends in my kitchen,

and the three brave beloveds who

have occasionally made it to my study.

FOR YOUR LONELINESS AND MINE.
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Introduction
This Is Not Another
Hot Take on Relationships



“I almost didn’t come.”

We were talking in the parish hall of a church after I had given a presentation on dating and the kingdom of God. Michaela was in her thirties and single. Like me, she had grown up in purity culture and was familiar with many of the influences that shaped me as a White evangelical coming of age in the church. Her admission was rooted in a well-earned skepticism about seminars like mine. She had read the books, seen the video series, and sat through sermon after sermon about Christian dating and marriage.

“It’s all the same,” she said, “I thought this would be too.”

I knew exactly what she meant.

When Michaela and I compared notes, we realized that between us we had close to twenty identical resources starting in the early 1990s to the present that we had both consumed in hopes of finding better answers for questions about intimate relationships. Once I became a college minister, I also picked up any resources my students were consuming. This included books, Instagram/TikTok influencers, and celebrity pastors who were putting out content that has been forming the next generation of Christians.

Much of the informal research for this book comes from a large collection of resources from my and Michaela’s era to the present. I refer to this canon of work with a general critique, so I would like to make a few underlying claims about these resources before diving into the analysis.


	1. I don’t name specific Christian relationship books. With eighty-plus books it would be unfair and impossible to do an exhaustive analysis of them all or to single out certain ones for special critique.


	2. I acknowledge that these resources contain good and valuable content that has and can help Christians with their relationships. In fact, I cite several wonderful resources throughout this book. My critique is not a total disparaging of this collection.


	3. I have yet to encounter a resource that covers a larger body of intimate relationships that also provides a gospel framework for intimacy. Many of the resources focus on helping with behaviors and choices, but often lack content that produces Christians who are more mature. In discipleship, the approach to subjects of intimacy has been slowly and systematically unmoored from the fundamentals of Christ’s gospel and mission. I unpack this analysis in the results of my research project.




There is a relentless sameness that Michaela recognizes about her own journey that I want to highlight here. I felt a similar redundancy in my own experience with Christian resources about intimate relationships, but before I started my research, I could not put my finger on it. With so many resources written and produced, it seems reductionistic to claim that they are all somehow the same.

But from 2017 to 2021, I got my chance to search for answers.

I began a doctoral program that was designed to serve the emerging adults that I minister to daily. My thesis was driven by this problem statement: emerging adults (eighteen to twenty-nine years old respectively) are struggling with their intimate relationships because they lack a robust theology of intimacy. At the start, I had no idea where this “robust theology of intimacy” was found or what it was, but I was given the chance to conduct some peer-reviewed research and, hopefully, glean help for my own ministry to emerging adults.

That project is the basis for this book. Throughout these pages you will hear from the emerging adults who participated in interviews and focus groups. They are male and female, single and married, queer and straight, from a variety of ethnic and cultural backgrounds. To center my analysis on the role of traditional Christian formation in their lives, I selected research participants who considered themselves committed and thriving Christians and could articulate their lived faith to that effect. These participants generously provided thoughtful and candid responses that are showcased here. I offer the results of the ethnographic study as well as my biblical and theological analysis of a theology of intimacy. The questions I used in my research are the building blocks of my critique of the influences of Christendom and secular culture on pervasive ideas held about intimacy.

But my research did not end there. For this book, I pulled from my own upbringing, but I also continued to study these topics as they are being experienced in my current pool of college students. When I meet people like Michaela, I learn more about the unique but also shared experiences and expectations that are addressed in this book. But my drive to write this is not from academic curiosity. There is an urgency to these topics that is fueled by pain points.

For Michaela and so many others, the need for resources about a theology of intimacy is not born of simple theological curiosity. For many of the emerging adults in that room where I gave my talk something urgent and important was at stake. Whether weariness of disappointment, scars from toxic or traumatic relationships, or the grinding ache of loneliness, single, engaged, and married Christians are thirsting for applicable wisdom that will enhance their intimate relationships and keep their despair at bay.

My hope is that my research and analysis will provide a foundation and a reframing for how these subjects are tackled in Christian discipleship. This book is more about the what and why than the how. And I hope that this foundation will be a launching pad for many fresh resources about friendship, family, romance, and all the relevant topics that orbit these relationships.


What to Expect

In the first section of this book, we get a detailed look at the problem. I share what emerging adults told me, and I expose the various forces driving our content creation and ministry strategies. I look at society broadly and then back at Christendom through the lens of my research subjects. This allows us to name the frustrations emerging adults are experiencing and how they are attempting to handle them. While my context is niche, their experiences are not. I take a long look at Christian culture and what we have learned and continue to learn about intimacy from our traditional Christian formation. We also discover the hope found as even our poorly constructed questions are leading us to better questions and to the gospel of Christ.

The second section of the book introduces us to a robust theology of intimacy found in the meta-narrative, or overarching story, of Scripture and not just in proof texts about sexual behavior. We look at the rich truth of the gospel found in the inauguration of the kingdom of God in Christ and what any of it has to do with our intimate relationships (quite a lot, actually!). By recapturing and re-centering the gospel in our approach to intimacy, we can unpack the ways it challenges our secular liturgies. We discover how it postures us to live in both a broken and redemptive economy where we can combat shame and scarcity with moves toward healthy relationships. We do this while receiving and giving grace for all the ways we fall short.

The last section of the book sorts out what we do with these revelations by addressing implications for the local church. I explore how a robust theology of intimacy actually addresses our loneliness, shame, sin, and frustrations. With a look at all our intimate relationships, I offer how the local church can take real steps to be an environment that nurtures healthy, sustainable relationships that lead us directly back to the triune God and our identity in Christ.




This Is for You

Whether married, single, divorced, widowed, celibate, sexually active, this book is for you. Intimacy is a subject relevant to all ages. There is no stage of life where we do not have particularities of intimacy to navigate. If this was just a book about how to date well in an age of apps, or how to raise Christian toddlers, or how to care for your aging parents, then we might need to narrow down the audience. But this book takes a wider look at intimacy and the whole of our Christian lives in relationship with God and each other.

Underneath our questions about side-hugs, purity, abuse, family drama, singleness, and heartbreak I found something more abiding and fundamental to our humanity that informs all of these things. A robust theology of intimacy has more to do with our identity in Christ than simply our behaviors. At the heart of this is an urge to know others and be known intimately. At the heart is the very substance of the gospel of Christ. So you—yes you—belong here. There is something here for you. Whether you are an emerging adult or someone who loves, cares for, and ministers to emerging adults, or a person interested in discovering how the gospel shapes our intimate relationships, you are welcome here.

I want you to have healthy, intimate relationships. Together we can be known and learn how to deeply know God and his love that pours into us and through us from and for others.












  

  
Part One

    The Problem with

    Intimacy


  
    
      One of the moral diseases we communicate to one another in society comes from huddling together in the pale light of an insufficient answer to a question we are afraid to ask.

      THOMAS MERTON, NO MAN IS AN ISLAND
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1
Defining Intimate Relationships




Don’t be deceived, my dear brothers and sisters. Every good and perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of the heavenly lights, who does not change like shifting shadows. He chose to give us birth through the word of truth, that we might be a kind of firstfruits of all he created.

JAMES 1:16-18




Perhaps to really know another person, you have to have a glimmer of how they experience the world. To really know someone, you have to know how they know you.

DAVID BROOKS







“I can live without sex, but I cannot live without intimacy.”

I was participating in a conference where a fellow college minister was speaking. But this talk was specifically about her commitment to a celibate life. When I heard these words from the stage, it was like someone hit the brakes too hard in my mind. “I can live without sex,” I repeated to myself, “but I cannot live without intimacy.”

Days, weeks, and even months after hearing this maxim, it swirled in my thoughts, each time bringing along with it the same two questions: “What are we talking about when we use the word intimacy? And why would intimacy be necessary?”

The beauty, or annoyance, of questions like these is that they operate much like a Rube Goldberg machine. One question hits the domino, that flips the switch of another question, that launches the pencil into the cup that tips over and releases the toy car, that glides down the chute, and so on. For example, if it is true that intimacy is essential for life, why are we all so lonely? Can we live a full life without sex? Where does intimacy come from?

But if I can risk starting with an honest question I never thought to ask, until I was confronted with finding a theology of intimacy, my favorite one is this: Should Christians be better than non-Christians at relationships, and why?

When I asked this in my research, an overwhelming majority of responses from my emerging adults conceded that, yes, there should be something about the Christian faith that produces Christ-followers who are contributing to healthy, sustainable, flourishing relationships. Though many could not articulate what it is specifically about Christian teachings and practices that would make this happen, they agreed that the general premise of Christianity at the very least should orient Christians toward healthy relationships. But wait, there’s more.

Despite the initial consensus, there was another consensus: that the best examples of healthy relationships in their lives were from non-Christians. In fact, my respondents lamented that some of the worst examples of relationships they knew of were relationships between so-called Christians. In the end, it was apparent that the lived experience of my emerging adults did not match their ideology about faith and relationships.

But you don’t have to take my word for it. Research tracks divorce rates across faith traditions. Even with variables applied for church attendance, regular prayer, and frequency of Scripture reading, the stats between those who profess a Christian faith and those who do not are neck and neck in divorce and separation.1 Even more disturbing is the research on the prevalence of domestic violence in highly religious households. The #MeToo and #ChurchToo movements bring their own illumination. My students are observing these disparities played out before their eyes.

Yet there is also research that supports how religious adherence and participation actually increases social capital and decreases loneliness. Faith communities help us deal better with suffering and create valuable and unique support systems.2 Just the other day, a student showed me a thread where five atheists were contemplating and affirming the merits of joining a church just to have the benefit of a larger supportive community to help with life’s struggles.

As my emerging adults attested, it seems that Christians should be leading out as examples of healthy, intimate relationships, but something is off. In my search for answers, however, I was initially confronted with a problem about questions.


Are We Asking the Right Questions? Escaping the Quagmire

My students have no shortage of relationship questions that find their way into my pastoral care sessions. I’ll bet that you come to these subjects with many questions of your own:


What do I do if no one wants to date me?

Does God care if I have sex with my girlfriend?

Why do my friends always hang out without me?



But over years of ministry, I noticed that I was encountering very similar questions, topics, and frustrations from my students about their relationship woes. Even with new generations coming to my office, something felt redundant, like I was stuck in a revolving door of topics that cycled through each group of emerging adults; I was always looking for fresh, insightful answers to the same questions. This caused me to pause and wonder: instead of attempting to find better answers, perhaps we can start with better questions.

I decided to look again at the topics being highlighted and questions being addressed in the resources my students were absorbing. A cursory look at the books they were reading and podcast episodes they were referencing revealed some patterns. Not only did these patterns mirror the discussion topics being brought into my office, but several resources were attempting to tackle the same issues that were the topics du jour when I was a teenager. My first notion was not to analyze what was being highlighted, but rather why. Were my students gravitating toward similar topics, or is the content shaping these questions and answers for them . . . or both? All I knew was that with each month and year in student ministry, I noticed this more and more. I felt stuck in a quagmire of perpetual topics and frustrations over intimate relationships.

If you have felt this relentless sameness in sermon series or relationship talks occurring in Christendom, you are not alone. This did not happen by accident.

As it turns out, there is a historical precedent shaping our conversations and ideas about relationships. This hosts a pattern so longstanding that it makes sense why Christian content fell into this pattern without really realizing it.

For example, I grew up in evangelicalism at a time when purity culture was extreme, but much of what I learned had roots in a conversation that was much older. You see, purity culture, like many movements of its kind, sprouted in reaction to another movement—the sexual revolution of the 1960s and ’70s. But even the sexual revolution did not exist in a vacuum. Historians help us see how the rise of fundamentalism in North American Christianity in the early to mid-twentieth century spurred on the reaction that was the sexual revolution. But when we look at Christian fundamentalism of the early twentieth century, we see it emerging as a strong reaction to the Enlightenment era.

This pattern has a lot we could unpack if I were a historian. But this implicit shaping of ideas happens in both church and society: the questions and topics that influence our current discourse about sex and relationships are deeply shaped by their reaction to prior movements. But if those movements were also shaped as reactions to other reactive movements, it narrows the frame of topics and moves the timeliest conversations to the top of the dialogue. Don’t hear me saying that we don’t need responses to timely questions that are raised in our lifetime: we do. But if we want to escape the quagmire of sameness in our questions around relationships, we need to dislodge ourselves from this reactionary pattern. It is worth looking at how modern history has shaped our theology of intimacy and attempt to ask questions that our current content has not been asking. We should explore whether our questions and emphases are based on a pursuit of the gospel or shaped by reactions. Asking a better question can make all the difference.

But there is another, greater advantage to seeking different and better questions. This approach has opened a new level of discovery and clarity for my students.

In his book How to Know a Person, David Brooks writes about the art of asking good questions: “I’ve come to think of questioning as a moral practice. When you are asking a good question, you are adopting a posture of humility.”3 For those of us hoping to guide young people through the difficulties of intimate relationships, it is valuable to avoid jumping to answers and provide time to be curious about the questions. For example, I have had countless conversations about dating with my students, and they all want to know how to do it right and succeed—while pleasing God, of course. Instead of jumping into best practices, I begin to dig a bit: Why do you want to date? What are you hoping for? What is the purpose of intimacy?

Now before you rush out and begin lobbing these questions at emerging adults, I must advise that this is an organic process. Every person is different and, as Brooks observes, there is an art to asking questions that is part of really seeing and hearing another person. It is a posture of humility that should curb our urges to rush toward advice that is mostly focused on behavior-management. This is not an easy urge to curb since I want my students to make good choices and not dumb choices. But I want more for my students than just good behavior. I want them to know God and be known. I want them to have healthy relationships, but I also want them to become more mature Christians. As it turns out, despite all their consumption of Christian resources and the helpful relationship advice they glean, these habits do not evidence a path toward Christian growth and formation.

But this observation from Lauren Winner helped me reframe my own approach:


While one task of any community is to enforce its own codes when they are being violated, perhaps the prior task of the community is to make sense of the ethical codes that are being enforced. Here the community is not so much cop as storyteller, telling and retelling the foundational stories of the community itself, sustaining the stories that make sense of the community’s norms.4



To get out of our quagmire and enhance our approach to intimate relationships, we need to alter our methods (ask better questions) and our motives (be Storytellers). This does not necessarily mean we need to incorporate more stories into our instruction. This means that we need to be better at telling the Story. Not only are we stuck in a pattern of redundant, reactionary advice, but our attempts at guiding Christian relationships are not producing increasingly mature Christians. Our advice may be good and sound, but it is still often unmoored from the fundamentals of our faith. The modern approach aimed at helping Christian relationships lacks a grounding in the redemptive work of God in Christ through the Holy Spirit.

In our desire to see people behave well in relationships, we have failed to recognize the very foundations of our Christian faith that enable us to be better. As a result, we look more like behavior police than people who are caught up in the Story that tells us who God is, who we are, and why our intimate relationships matter.

So I began asking different questions and learning from what I received. To get the ball rolling, I wanted to know how my students defined intimacy.




It’s Not Just About Sex (but Not Not About Sex)

So what is intimacy?

Bobbie, a twenty-one-year-old single woman, observed:


You can know someone and love someone but not necessarily be intimate. I think commitment is the word I’m looking for. There’s a commitment when you’re intimate with someone that you both put effort [to make] sure that you’re loving each other well . . . you put in energy to continue the relationship and do it well.



Something you should know about Bobbie is that I have never met another person more obsessed with the Kardashians. I know zero things about the Kardashians, but I have sat for hours with Bobbie while she enthusiastically tells me everything I would never want to know about this celebrity family. Her obsession with popular media like the Kardashians, however, hasn’t erased her sense that intimacy is more than sex and superficiality.

I believe that many of us, whether we articulate it or not, sense that intimacy is more than just a synonym for sex. In fact, in this discussion of intimate relationships the following conditional statements apply:


	A relationship does not have to be sexual to be intimate.


	A relationship can be sexual and intimate.


	A relationship can be sexual and not intimate.




In other words, sex does not necessitate or exclude the presence of intimacy. In kind, the absence of a sexual relationship does not exclude anyone from intimacy.

This distinction of intimacy and sex is particularly important because of how sex is often elevated and centralized in our culture and faith contexts. This elevation is dangerous because of how human value and identity is ascribed in connection with sex. One of the lies being sold is that the greatest measure of someone’s value is their sexual attraction: if someone wants to have sex with you or is attracted to you romantically, you have achieved some kind of threshold of human quality and value.

Underneath the media we consume, the conversations we have, and even the way we preach about relationships, there is an undercurrent that often assumes the importance and centrality of sexual attraction or activity; at the pinnacle of this spectrum is marriage. If someone is attracted to you, wants to have sex with you, and wants to make a long, singular commitment to you—wowzers! We are mere mortals in your shadow. You are really somebody because you are somebody’s somebody. If you want to test whether or not a person feels valued by their society or community based on their relationship status, just go chat with some Christians who are on the dating apps.

Because one’s value and identity erroneously get equated with sex and attraction, I have observed a deficit of strong categories for how non-sexual relationships weigh in on value or identity. Equally damaging is how sex, attraction, and infatuation seem to be the main measures for value and identity in sexual relationships, particularly in marriages. Other categories of intimacy or togetherness may be considered sweet, but they are often mere accessories to the imperative of a sexual relationship.

But what if there was something powerful and altogether different that spoke to our value and identity that could be ascribed with or without sex? Can Christians possess a faith that should orient them toward healthy, sustainable, intimate relationships? Good news—there is an undercurrent of how our Christian faith reorients not only intimacy but one’s value and identity.




The Fundamentals of Intimate Relationships

Intimacy, by definition, is a noun or state of being. But I do not want to define intimacy as though it exists in some kind of vacuum. Intimacy is relevant and valuable when it takes place in the context of relationship. In addition, I offer that intimacy is also action. There is a generative energy in what intimacy requires. Fortunately, I am not the first person to suggest that intimacy is a verb and not simply a noun.

Researchers have been studying the substance of relationships for quite some time. Some of the best insights we have on intimate relationships come from the study of human psychology and behavior that has been going on for decades at places like The Gottman Institute (TGI). In addition, there are volumes of peer-reviewed articles, studies, and books on what amounts to healthy intimacy. Like any field of scientific research, these studies have developed their own vocabulary and frameworks. Being the nerd I am, it takes restraint to keep from plunging you all into the academic world of high versus low “minding,” “affective bonds,” or “social penetration theory” (yikes).5 So while my social science research colleagues might balk at my attempt to reduce all their years of research to one summarized list, it is invaluable for our purposes to have a lay person’s grasp of the fundamentals of healthy, sustainable, intimate relationships.

As a summary, there are three key fundamentals that every kind of intimate relationship needs for health and sustainability:


	Self-giving love


	Attention/curiosity


	Commitment




These three vary in their use and intensity depending on whether this is the start of a relationship or the development of a mature relationship. But to round out their value we should recognize some helpful sub-elements that give context to how these exhibit in a relationship:


	
Self-giving love: The giving of oneself in a variety of ways.


	Reciprocity: The back-and-forth commitment of giving and receiving. Includes personal investment and exchange of resources (social, material, personal, etc.).






	
Attention/curiosity: An orientation toward and a seeking after the other at the outset, and sustained over the course of any relationship.


	Assessment/managing expectations (both together and as individuals): Continually determining the health/success of the relationship.






	
Commitment: Choosing to be with the other over and over again.


	Mutuality: Mutual acceptance of and respect for one another.








These elements are made possible by two other essential components:


	Communication


	Trust-building behaviors




The following graphics show how these elements work together. These variables are not singular but have a symbiotic relationship. One cannot simply attempt to love or commit to another person; they must maintain these by regular communication and behaviors that build trust. The core enables the fruition of the key elements:

[image: A gear-wheels-style image depicts the elements of healthy, sustainable, intimate relationships.]

Four circles are used to depict the key elements of healthy, sustainable, intimate relationships. At the center is a large circle that says  "Communication and Trust-Building Behaviors. " Extending like tentacles from the edge of the big circle are three arrows pointing to three smaller circles that touch the periphery of the big circle. One arrow points to a circle that says  "Self-giving love and reciprocity. " A second arrow points to a circle that says  "Commitment and mutuality. " And the third arrow points to a circle that says  "Attention/Curiosity and assessment. " 





Additionally, the core is shaped by the success of the key elements. For example, a posture of reciprocity and self-giving love will affect and enhance how we communicate and build trust:

[image: Image showing how the core is shaped by the success of the key elements around it. ]

The same image depicting the elements of healthy, sustainable, intimate relationships is shown a second time, but this time the arrows are pointing from each of the three peripheral circles toward the large circle in the center rather than the other way around. The point is to show how self-giving love, commitment, and attention/curiosity help to foster good communication and trust-building behaviors at the center. 





The elements function more like a dance than a flow chart. Each component is like a dance partner working in sync but giving and taking while coordinating their steps. This simplified cyclical relationship demonstrates the postures, actions, and orientations that are required for a healthy, sustainable relationship:

[image: The same image is repeated again, but now with arrows pointing to and from all the circles. ]

The same image depicting the elements of healthy, sustainable, intimate relationships is shown a third time, but this time arrows are pointing to and from all the circles: three arrows point outward from the main circle to the smaller ones, and arrows from the smaller circles point back toward the main circle. All of this is meant to show the symbiotic relationship of the various elements. 





These lay person’s terms and groupings provide us with an accessible outline for healthy intimacy that aligns with the research. This graphic will be a guide as we journey through the exploration of knowing and being known.

To use this information well, there are some distinctions to consider between the variables of healthy relationships and true intimacy. First, our lives are full of all kinds of relationships that vary in their level of intimacy. Many of the relationships we navigate everyday are typically not intimate but economic. The gal at my favorite lunch spot knows my name and my regular order. She knows I won’t want a drink because I always bring my water bottle. She knows I am a college chaplain and will inquire which book I have brought to read during lunch. It is a nice, familiar exchange that we have developed over time, but I would not call it intimate. Similarly, I can have a healthy relationship with my Uber driver. The nature of this healthy relationship is the understanding that I will pay and tip him, and he will get me to my destination without murdering me. Simple economics. The terms are clear, and we might even have a nice chat along the way.

Relationships with classmates, coworkers, neighbors, and dance moms all teeter on the edge of this threshold between economic and intimate. But there is a way to isolate and define intimate relationships categorically. Intimate relationships tend to fall into any of these three categories: family, friendship, or romantic/sexual. That coworker might simply be someone you enjoy working with, but if you start dating, this changes the nature of your relationship. Similarly, if the neighbors start hosting game nights, inviting you to their kid’s birthday party, and coming over to babysit in a pinch, you might detect some moves from being neighborly toward becoming friends.

As a short aside, I am aware that there is some debate on whether friendship is considered an “intimate” relationship. But in the course of this book, my plan is to convince you beyond doubt that friendships are and should be intimate, and that they are a fundamental way we experience intimacy.

So how do we know if a relationship is shifting from economic to intimate? The key is vulnerability. In fact, the currency of intimacy is vulnerability. You don’t risk much when you spend an evening with the study group talking celebrity gossip and terrible professors. But once you start sharing something about yourself, something that allows you to be known and seen a little bit, the relationship has the opportunity to change. Not every relationship will become intimate just because you share parts of yourself, but a relationship cannot become intimate without vulnerability. In fact, for every intimate relationship there is an ongoing exchange of vulnerabilities that marks the depth and maturity of it. This is because handling vulnerabilities well is no small feat. This is where the social-science researchers help us out.

The postures, actions, and orientations listed earlier become the mechanisms by which we can develop and sustain deep, intimate relationships. Vulnerability is very risky. I often describe this exchange like giving someone ammunition. Every time we share a part of our self, whether it be information or shared experiences, it is like handing someone a bullet. We have all experienced the heartbreak when someone we trusted with information took those bullets, loaded, and fired them at us. If we follow the tenets of healthy relationships given earlier, we can steward and care for each other’s vulnerabilities in a mutual partnership of trust. It starts small.

But this is why our dearest and longest-standing relationships carry the potential for deep wounds. Family is often the most careless about this because we take for granted that these exchanges of vulnerabilities were often not our choice—they just happened because we were part of a family. This is why family, even family we are not necessarily close with, can hurt us the fastest and deepest. But this does not have to be the case.

With the life we have shared over nineteen years of marriage, my husband, Mike, and I have built up nuclear silos worth of ammunition on each other. Our relationship has been so intimate for so long that we have developed the means to destroy each other in ways others could not come close, but this reality does not trouble us in the least. Along the way, learning the art of trust building and taking intimacy seriously has allowed us to limit our target practice on each other. We are still broken people who will be selfish, dismissive, or ill-tempered, but the intimacy of being known and seen and loved by another person, in any relationship, is worth the work to keep our relationship as safe and healthy as possible.

Intimacy requires vulnerability, but to steward those vulnerabilities well, intimacy also requires shaping. Call it sanctification, character building, or just growing up, but along the way we have to change and become better for each other in order to fight back against the darkness within and without that would threaten our relationships. It is in relationships, particularly intimate relationships, where who we are and how we see our worth and the worth of others is developed.

The pursuit and cultivation of intimacy is the journey of any healthy, sustainable interpersonal relationship. From the first introduction all the way to a mature, developing relationship, intimacy begins as a hope that must mature and deepen in this exchange of vulnerabilities. The framework of self-giving love, attention/curiosity, and commitment, supported by communication and trust building, are the postures, actions, and orientations that facilitate a healthy journey of vulnerability so that intimacy can deepen and be sustained. We learn about each other, spend time together, intertwine our lives, and navigate all the obstacles and land mines that threaten this beautiful connection. The highest aim of intimacy is a generative closeness that refreshes and affirms one’s identity and value while simultaneously doing the same for the other person.




But . . . Jesus?

You might have noticed that this last section hasn’t really mentioned God. This is intentional. Remember all those non-Christians who demonstrate healthy relationships? We cannot brush that off as though it were some kind of anomaly. It is important to recognize a common grace in the fundamentals of intimacy. While we recognize that all good gifts are from the Father of heavenly lights (Jas 1:17), we also acknowledge that there are some gifts that are given to all people without distinction. The ability to create healthy relationships is accessible to anyone who would apply the basic principles we have outlined. Self-giving love, attention/curiosity, and commitment are not exclusive to people of faith.

So does faith matter? What advantage is Christianity to our intimate relationships?

When I asked, “Should Christians be better at relationships than non-Christians? Why or why not?” the question exposed a paradox that pushed me deeper into how faith matters (or doesn’t) in relationships.

I know all my research participants personally because they all came from some point on the timeline of my college chaplaincy. I know their stories, their spouses, their breakups, their families, and their secrets. I know which ones were wrestling with loneliness, or church trauma, or sexual identity. I ministered to them through their victories and defeats. Some of our relationships started because they came to my office with questions about relationships. Should I date my best friend? Is it possible to be redeemed after cheating on my girlfriend? What do I do if my parents won’t follow the boundaries I’ve set? I lost my roommate and best friend when he found out I was queer—what should I do?

These are important questions, but to care for my participants in the way they needed to be cared for, I began with this other question. Because if faith doesn’t really matter then we should just follow the social scientists’ research and seek nice, healthy relationships based on these common sense, well-researched principles.

But if faith does matter, how does it matter? Jim was a student who came to my office only to tell me that he was in a great relationship with a Christian woman who loved Jesus and it was going well. They were maintaining physical boundaries and partnering together toward a God-honoring relationship. I was beginning to wonder why he had even made an appointment when he said, “So I’m dating a Christian and we are not sleeping together . . . now what?” Growing up in church meant Jim had learned the cardinal rules of Christian relationships: (1) date Christians and (2) don’t have sex with them before marriage. But he felt short-changed: Is that it? Is that all his faith amounted to for his relationship?

I’m happy to confirm, brothers and sisters, that your Christian faith does indeed matter in this journey of intimacy. And it is not simply to give guardrails for behavior. In fact, it is about so much more than I ever considered.

Intimacy and the gospel of Christ have an indelible relationship that reframes not only our relationships and our questions, but our very identity. Before I began my research, deep down I believed that there was a powerful undercurrent churning beneath our best practices and moral behavior. Do we want healthy intimate relationships? Absolutely. But what if that is just the beginning? What if our desires, our friendships, our romances, our families, our aches and longings are woven into a cosmic rescue mission to restore our identity and worth against the fear, deceit, sin, and shame that plagues our lives?

So I invite you to bring your questions. They are welcome here. But we will seek to know if there are questions under the questions that point us, like signposts, to the Story that brings clarity and flourishing to our stories.

You can live without sex, but you cannot live without intimacy. This is the story I want to tell you. But this is not the story I was originally told, and perhaps it was not what you were told either. Before we unpack a theology of intimacy, we need to demythologize the narratives and liturgies about intimacy we have adopted from external influences. We must take a hard look at how we got here.











[image: ]




2
How the Western World
Co-opted Our Identities




Their destiny is destruction, their god is their stomach, and their glory is in their shame. Their mind is set on earthly things.

PHILIPPIANS 3:19




By attaching autonomy, perhaps America’s most valued virtue, to sexual activity, secular America has marked sexual activity not only as a sign of true adulthood but, more importantly, as the sign of true humanity.

CHRISTINA HITCHCOCK







I grew up loving the outdoors. When I was young we would go camping—my parents taught me everything I needed to know. We would go hiking in beautiful but rugged terrain. I was taught how to read maps and use a compass. My parents showed me that I must always be wary of any artificial magnetic fields that might mess with the orientation of the compass. They showed me how the needle is designed to always find the earth’s natural magnetic field and point to magnetic north.

Similarly, as we navigate the landscape of our intimate relationships with our proverbial maps and compasses, we must be aware of the forces at work all around us that attempt to guide and form us. Everyone lives in constant contact with influences from within and without. Everything from our family, ethnicity, geography, technology, education, and media consumption contributes to who we are and how we construct our worldview. These forces often shape us without us even realizing. For our purposes, I’ll use two categories that contain a variety of worldview-shaping forces. One category is traditional Christian formation. I will define and examine this more thoroughly in chapter three.

The other category captures the influence of non-faith-based, secular variables. Christians exist alongside people, messages, and industries that do not share their faith. Regardless of one’s convictions, the saturation of these influences cannot be taken for granted. We still absorb all kinds of ideas from influences outside of our faith. The more we are aware of them, the better we can navigate them and reflect on our own acquiescence. While not an exhaustive list, I point out key narratives and liturgies from outside the faith that contribute to one’s worldview of intimate relationships. I refer to this myriad of influences simply as: the cultural milieu.

Many of us hold a syncretized philosophy of intimacy that fuses our faith and the culture together. There are some distinct reasons why this is so common. I learned in my research that many emerging adults felt like they were working with an incomplete theology of intimacy. Deeply felt gaps existed in what they had learned about intimacy from their faith contexts. As we dug deeper, it was apparent that there was a direct link between the need to fill these gaps and the infusion of cultural values and ideas. Another observation for why this happens is that it just, well, happens. No one should take for granted the power of these forces. We are all surrounded by cultural influences, and we can be as passive as rocks in a stream to the subtle but significant ways the water is shaping us over time. A third and important reason why this syncretism happens is that even our traditional, Christian formation is formed and informed by cultural influences instead of biblical ones.

Just like a magnetic bracelet that will throw off the calibration of my compass, these forces can lead us astray by creating a false magnetic north.


An Evolution of Values

The Western world is built on values of individualization and personal freedom. Patriotism and national pride often contain these ideals. They are certainly fundamental to the founding of the United States, but harken back to streams of Western philosophy that have been flowing for centuries. Acknowledging that every cultural environment will influence us in ways we may not detect, my main critique is of the larger, general influences produced and broadcast in modern North America. A quick inventory of these values would include individual agency, personal and civic responsibility, and personal freedoms to pursue life, liberty, and happiness.

But these values are not static—they have evolved over time. The offshoots of individualization, freedom, and responsibility are autonomy, entitlement, and productivity. Why and how these values are exhibited in North American culture is key to knowing how they might be recalibrating our compasses. Each of these offshoots contains significant threats to one’s desire for healthy, sustainable, intimate relationships.

In recent times, scholars have noticed that “responsibility for oneself” is singularly focused on a new standard, which is “more psychological than sociological” and points “less to an ability to take responsibility for others . . . than to growing a sense of autonomy” and entitlement.1 Instead of leveraging our freedom for community wealth and health, the fruits of progress have made us entitled, and this shows up in our approach to relationships.

In the wake of the book and film Eat, Pray, Love, there was a debate about whether leaving an unhappy marriage to go on a spiritual journey is self-care or just selfish.2 Elizabeth Gilbert was certainly not the first to raise this question, but her media content, both personal and fictitious, certainly sparked a debate. So long as I am following my bliss and remaining true to my heart, is it okay if I use this as justification for poor decisions that may hurt people? How far can self-efficacy and self-reliance be stretched, despite how it might negatively affect others?

A sense of entitlement is a cultural value anyone can claim, often without even thinking about it. Mixed with the ideal of autonomy, I can turn my entitlement into reasons for breaking my commitment because I feel entitled to seek my own desires regardless of who it may affect. Alternately, I may break a commitment so I can sequester myself with my significant other or my family because I feel an entitlement to my time and energy. So I will abandon friendships or other connections outside of my boyfriend/girlfriend, spouse, or children. These people become my world in an unhealthy way when I convince myself that their companionship is paramount to my happiness and they are the worthiest recipients of my precious time and effort.
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