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Introduction

			
The Need for a Christian Vision of Human Sexuality

			
Todd Wilson and Gerald Hiestand

			The Center for Pastor Theologians is an organization dedicated to assisting pastor theologians in the study and written production of biblical and theological scholarship for the ecclesial renewal of theology and the theological renewal of the church. In other words, we’re committed to the audacious task of trying to resurrect the vision of the pastor theologian in our day.1

			Why? Because we believe passionately, as we like to say, in a “third way”—a way of being a pastor and doing ministry that stands in between the important work of the academic theologian, on the one hand, and the indispensable work of the local church pastor, on the other hand. Our hope, and indeed our prayer, is for the recovery of the ecclesial theologian, one who combines great theological learning with deep spiritual urgency and a care for souls—all for the good of the church.

			The Center has a number of exciting initiatives that enable us to promote this vision and pursue our calling.2 One of our key program elements is an annual conference held in late autumn each year at the historic Calvary Memorial Church in Chicago, Illinois, where we have the privilege of serving as pastors.

			This annual conference gathers together pastors, scholars, students, and lay people to reflect on themes that are both theologically substantive and ecclesially significant—that is, they’re issues of real import to the life and ministry of the church. It’s our effort to do what we call “ecclesial theology” together in community. 

			The 2015 conference theme was, naturally, very near and dear to our hearts: the identity and possibility of the pastor theologian.3 The theme of the 2016 conference was no less exciting since it is surely one of the most pressing issues of our time: human sexuality.

			Sadly, in our culture, sex has become so commercialized as to be an embarrassment to us all. Add to that the sordid underworld and mass consumption of pornography—which mars the imagination and turns the beauty of sexuality into the brutality of exploitation—and collectively, we find ourselves a long way from the primordial, Edenic vision of “naked and unashamed.”

			But we’ve also lost sight of human sexuality as graciously ordered by a good Creator. The definition of marriage, the purpose of sex, the meaning of being male and female—these are far less obvious today than they were even a generation ago. Lines once clear have become blurred, and we’re left as “unscripted anxious stutterers,” to borrow a phrase from Alasdair MacIntyre.4

			What makes this doubly tragic is that we the church, as well as the culture, lose out on the mystery of the Christian vision of human sexuality. God the Son took on human flesh and became man. Jesus was born of a virgin, traveled a vaginal canal, nursed at his mother’s breast, went through puberty, grew armpit hair, and all the rest that is essential to him being born with an XY chromosome. There is something mysterious indeed about all of this—not to mention God’s climactic sixth-day declaration that “male and female he created them” (Gen 1:27). But this profound mystery has been exchanged for a constructivist and reductionist vision of sexuality, where these gloriously sexed bodies are viewed as little more than cultural products or biological necessities.

			For centuries the earliest Christians catechized in an effort to expose new believers to the beauty, order, and mystery of the Christian faith—to the glory of God incarnate, a bloody and redemptive sacrifice, the promise of bodily resurrection, the hope of a new heavens and new earth. In some respects, the contributors to this volume desire to do the same. These essays, each of which was first delivered at the conference, share in this aim to commend to the church and to those outside the church a Christian vision of human sexuality—one that celebrates the beauty, order, and mystery of human sexuality.

			The essays are diverse, as was our intention. Not all the contributors would agree on each and every point at issue in debates over human sexuality or sexual ethics. But this group of contributors would all share a belief in the historic Christian consensus on sexuality, something that Todd Wilson, in the opening talk of the conference (chapter one of this volume) referred to as “mere sexuality”: what most Christians at most times have believed about human sexuality. While differences have always been present, there has at the same time been a consensus—centered around the significance of biological sexuality—that the distinction between male and female matters to God and ought to matter to us.

			In this increasingly post-Christian and neopagan world in which we find ourselves, the church needs to rediscover this Christian vision of human sexuality—but more than that, to commend it as beautiful, profound, and good. Nothing less will be compelling to those outside the faith or do justice to the reality of which we speak.
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A Theological Vision for Sexuality
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Mere Sexuality

			
Todd Wilson

			We have seven children and, as a matter of practical necessity, own a twelve-passenger van—the awkward kind you piled into for youth group ski trips. You can imagine, then, that I was interested to hear Ed Stetzer, executive director of the Billy Graham Center for Evangelism at Wheaton College, share with the New York Times back in June of 2015 that the number of evangelicals who had come out in favor of same-sex marriage was so minimal “you could fit them all in an SUV.”1

			Several years on, I’m sure Ed Stetzer would state things differently. Now you would need at least our twelve-passenger van, if not a bus. And I suspect in a few years, there won’t be any elbow room in a small city. Over the last few decades, there has been a sea change of opinion on same-sex practice and gay marriage not only in the culture but also in the church.

			I think back to when I was an undergraduate at Wheaton College in the mid-nineties, before the invention of the iPhone or even the regular use of email. At that time students didn’t talk about same-sex practice; it was simply off our radar. Who, then, would have thought that just over a decade later, a large group of Wheaton students would assemble on the steps of Edman Chapel to protest as a well-known Christian author shared her story of how she came to Christ and renounced her lesbian past?2

			Speaking of Wheaton, as I was writing this chapter I learned of the news that one of Christianity’s leading philosophers and public intellectuals, Nicholas Wolterstorff, had just come out in support of same-sex marriage—not only civil marriage, but ecclesial marriage. Back in October of 2016, at an event in Grand Rapids, Michigan, Wolterstorff said, “When those with homosexual orientation act on their desires in a loving, committed relationship, [they] are not, as far as I can see, violating the love command.”3 As a philosophy major during my undergraduate days at Wheaton, Wolterstorff was one of my heroes. His books helped root me in my newfound faith and orient me to the life of the mind. Needless to say this bit of news was not only surprising but, if I’m honest, disappointing.

			My wife, Katie, recently had a similar experience. Like many across the country, she has been challenged by popular Christian author Glennon Doyle Melton’s New York Times–bestselling book Love Warrior. It’s a gritty and insightful look at marriage, the life of recovery, and the path toward greater self-understanding. Doyle’s book has touched the lives of tens of thousands, even entering the inner sanctum of Oprah’s Book Club, a coveted privilege for any writer interested in expanding their book’s reach. Many were of course saddened when Doyle announced in August of 2016 that she was separating from her husband, the father of their three children. But the bombshell came three months later when she revealed to six hundred thousand Facebook followers that there was a new love in her life—soccer star Abby Wambach: “Oh my God, she is so good to me. She loves me for all the things I’ve always wanted to be loved for. She’s just my favorite. My person.”4

			These cultural snapshots hit close to home for my immediate family. Casting a wider net to friends and extended family, I would gather many more, all demonstrating the great change both our culture and the church have undergone in opinions on same-sex practice. What was unimaginable even a decade ago when President Bill Clinton signed into law the Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA) has now become the law of the land with the recent United States Supreme Court ruling in Obergefell v. Hodges to legalize same-sex marriage in all fifty states—surely one of the most rapid and profound shifts of opinion in American history. But more remarkable still is the fact that evangelicals have kept pace with this sea change of opinion.

			Ed, we’re going to need more than an SUV.

			How Can a God Boy Think Gay Is Okay?

			All of this forces us to pause and ask, What has happened? Why has there been such a dramatic change in the way evangelicals view same-sex practice and gay marriage?5 To put a finer point on it, How could something so obviously problematic to believers living just a generation ago become so widely embraced today, not least by Bible-carrying, conservative evangelicals? Or to put it more simply, as has been done effectively in a recent book, how can a God boy come to think gay is okay?6

			The reasons for this revolution in understanding are complex.7 There have been significant intellectual and cultural trends at work under the surface of our society for decades, if not longer, like tectonic plates imperceptibly shifting until they collide and cause us all to shake. But at the risk of oversimplifying, let me suggest that two factors go a long way to help explain why many evangelicals find it easy or even necessary to affirm the sanctity of same-sex practice or gay marriage.

			First, evangelicals have experienced a profound loss of functional biblical authority. This rising generation of Christians has come of age in a world marked by “pervasive interpretive pluralism.” The phrase was coined by sociologist Christian Smith and forcefully presented in his 2011 book The Bible Made Impossible.8 This is what it means: your average evangelical Christian knows that the Bible can be used to support a number of different views on a host of important issues. Take any passage of Scripture and you’ll find sincere Christians who hold one view—and a similar number of equally devout believers who hold an opposing view.

			What does pervasive interpretive pluralism look like in real life? Let me give you one example. Back in March of 2014, popular Christian speaker, blogger, and author Jen Hatmaker took issue with Christian relief organization World Vision’s decision to no longer refuse to hire people in same-sex marriages (a decision they later reversed). She took to her blog to express her dismay at both World Vision’s seeming naiveté and the overconfident, vitriolic responses of their critics. I want to draw your attention to a few lines that reveal the presence of pervasive interpretive pluralism: “Thousands of churches and millions of Christ-followers faithfully read the Scriptures and with thoughtful and academic work come to different conclusions on homosexuality (and countless others). Godly, respectable leaders have exegeted the Bible and there is absolutely not unanimity on its interpretation. There never has been.”9

			Neither Jen Hatmaker nor any other evangelical Christian would suggest that the Bible is a wax nose to be shaped however you choose. I don’t know any Bible-loving believer who would make such a radical claim about Scripture. Jen Hatmaker surely wouldn’t. But I do know plenty of Christians, perhaps you do as well, who have concluded that we can’t reach a consensus on what the Bible really teaches. So they have resigned themselves to the idea that there isn’t enough biblical material to make an open-and-shut case for much of anything—not least same-sex practice. And so, the reality of pervasive interpretive pluralism undercuts the functional authority of the Bible in the lives of these Christians. It’s not that they dispense with the Bible. It’s just that Scripture no longer speaks decisively on many issues, at least not on the issue of same-sex practice.

			A second factor influencing the opinion of evangelicals on same-sex practice is the refashioning of moral intuitions. Our moral intuitions are those pretheoretical responses we have to particular actions, those gut-level responses that tell us whether something is right or wrong before we even think about it.10 In his book The Righteous Mind, moral psychologist Jonathan Haidt gives several examples of our moral intuitions at work. How do we know that it’s wrong to urinate on the American flag? Or why are we so confident that it’s not right to eat your dead pet for dinner rather than bury it in the backyard? Did we logically reason our way to these conclusions? No, probably not. In fact, most of us do not need an intellectual reason that justifies why either of these actions is wrong. We just know in our gut that they are.

			For many in previous generations, same-sex intimacy struck them as odd if not offensive, not because they reasoned their way to that conclusion but because they felt it was wrong somewhere in their gut. They had a moral intuition, or an intuitive sense, that something was wrong with same-sex intimacy. It didn’t need to be explained; it just was. (Sadly, this same moral intuition has been the driver behind an untold amount of harm done to gays and lesbians. When people see same-sex practice as gross or disgusting, they will have a hard time not acting in ways that are callous, bigoted, homophobic, and ultimately dehumanizing.) By contrast, for many in this present generation, displays of same-sex intimacy are not met with those same sorts of feelings—not because they have reasoned their way to approving the moral status of same-sex practice but because their moral intuitions have been fashioned (or refashioned) in a way that causes them to see same-sex intimacy as perfectly normal and unobjectionable.

			How did this happen? No doubt the normalization of same-sex relationships in popular culture has done much to shape moral intuitions about same-sex intimacy. But the key factor is not the media but relationships. Unlike their parents, most younger evangelicals know gays and lesbians as classmates and teammates or colleagues and friends. Because of this, they see their lives and relationships, know their stories and struggles, and appreciate, in many cases, the dignity and sanctity of who they are as people—even in their same-sex relationships. Swiss theologian Karl Barth pointed this out years ago when he said that Christians need to reckon with the fact that many same-sex relationships are “redolent of sanctity.”11 In other words, they’re hard to dismiss as entirely sinful and wrong—regardless of what the Bible says or the church teaches.

			What, then, has been the upshot of these two factors coming together in the hearts and minds of many evangelical Christians? To borrow a concept from the sociologists, it has undermined the “plausibility structure” of historic Christian sexual ethics.12 For an increasing number of Christians, the Bible’s teaching about human sexuality in general, and homosexuality in particular, no longer makes sense. At best, it seems quaint, like an antique that no longer serves any good purpose; more to the point, it strikes many as offensive, like a pre–Civil Rights view of blacks as less than human. Either way, what centuries of Christians have always believed has nowadays become a point of stumbling, while same-sex relationships and other departures from historic Christian sexual ethics seem normal, even laudable.

			A Truncated Vision of Human Sexuality

			But underlying both of these factors is an even more decisive issue: a truncated vision of human sexuality. We’ve lost sight of a positive Christian vision for why God made us as sexual beings in the first place. We’ve lost our grasp on the deep logic that connects our created nature as male and female with how we ought to live relationally and sexually with one another. What used to be assumed by Christians of all denominational stripes has been lost in the confusion of our post-Christian culture. Listen to what New York Times columnist Ross Douthat says about the impact of the 1960s sexual revolution: “Over the course of a decade or so, a large swath of America decided that two millennia of Christian teaching on marriage and sexuality were simply out of date.”13 We are suffering from a loss of vision.

			This is why the challenge we face is not one but many. We confront dozens of challenges in matters of sexuality, each of which are an expression of this underlying loss of vision—alarmingly high rates of premarital sex, increasing cohabitation, adultery, divorce, out-of-wedlock births, dysfunctional sexual relations between spouses, the hook-up culture on college campuses, sexual abuse, and, of course, pornography. As biblical scholar Luke Timothy Johnson wryly points out, “There is more than enough sexual disorder among heterosexuals to fuel moral outrage.”14

			If we’re going to live into the fullness of the gospel and pursue sexual wholeness and holiness, we need to rediscover the Christian vision of human sexuality I call “mere sexuality.”

			So what is it? What is mere sexuality?

			I’m using the word sexuality in a more general sense than we normally might use it. We tend to use the word to refer to a person’s sexual activities, habits, or desires. In other words, sexuality almost always connotes sexual activity. But I’m using the word in a more general way to refer to the state or condition of being biologically sexed as either male or female. Philosophers will use the word sexuate to refer to the state or condition of being biologically sexed, and sexuality to refer to sexual activity or desire.15 That’s a nice terminological move, but since it is uncommon and sounds a bit unusual I’ve chosen not to use sexuate in this chapter, even though it captures the way in which I will use sexuality.

			On this understanding of the word sexuality, it would make sense to talk of a child’s sexuality because that child is biologically sexed, even though he or she has not experienced sexual activity or sexual desire. It would also make sense to talk about Jesus’ sexuality—even though Jesus never engaged in sexual activity and was free from illicit sexual desire.

			But what about that little four letter word mere in the phrase “mere sexuality”? You might be familiar with a famous book that has a similar sounding title, C. S. Lewis’s classic Mere Christianity. For Lewis, “mere Christianity” was a shorthand way to refer to the basic themes that have characterized the Christian faith through the ages. It’s not Baptist Christianity, or Anglican Christianity, or Presbyterian Christianity, or Roman Catholic Christianity, but mere Christianity—the convictions they share in common, in other words, what virtually all Christians everywhere have always believed.

			By using the phrase “mere sexuality,” I have something similar in mind. I use it as a shorthand way to refer to the themes that have characterized the Christian vision of sexuality down through the ages. By calling it mere sexuality, I’m saying this is what most Christians at most times in most places have believed about human sexuality—the historic consensus.

			Does such a consensus exist? Yes, there is an historic consensus about human sexuality that has been part of the church in each of its major expressions—Orthodox, Catholic, and Protestant. It’s been around for centuries, from roughly the fourth to the middle of the twentieth century. And it has only seriously been called into question within the last forty to fifty years, with the liberalization of Christian sexual ethics in the foment of the 1960s sexual revolution.

			This does not mean that there has been complete unanimity on every issue in the Christian tradition. For example, Gregory of Nyssa, the fourth-century Cappadocian father, believed that human beings would reproduce asexually in heaven, while Thomas Aquinas, the thirteenth-century Dominican priest, strongly disagreed. Yet Aquinas was of the opinion, following his esteemed philosophical master Aristotle, that women were misbegotten males, a rather dubious view that subsequent Christian tradition rightly and roundly rejected. Augustine, Bishop of Hippo and author of Confessions and City of God, doubted whether sexual desire could ever rise above the level of lust. Luther, however, thankfully begged to differ—as did Calvin and others following in their Protestant wake. Or in his massive study of human sexuality, Pope John Paul II offers rather specific proposals about femininity and feminine values that, say, the famed Swiss theologian Karl Barth would have found deeply problematic on both methodological and christological grounds.

			So there is real diversity and even divergence within the church’s tradition, and we don’t want to paper over those differences. Yet despite these disagreements, the consensus I’m calling mere sexuality has been surprisingly robust through the centuries, and we can identify its basic contours. They include a number of interrelated beliefs and convictions, but at the heart of mere sexuality and the church’s historic teaching on human sexuality is the belief that sexual difference, being male or female, is both theologically and morally significant—it matters to God and it ought to matter to us.16

			On the very first page of the Bible we read that “male and female [God] created them” (Gen 1:27).17 Immediately, then, we’re confronted with both the canonical and theological priority of sexual difference in Christian thinking. It is essential to who we are, not accidental or peripheral, flexible or negotiable. Sexual difference is part of our nature as creatures. It is not something we create, like iPhones or automobiles. God has woven sexual difference into the fabric of creation. And because of this, our being male and female is integral to our calling as image-bearers, not least in that most basic of all human communities—the one known as marriage. As a result, we can’t ignore or minimize the fact of our being either male or female without undermining our ability to flourish and find fulfillment.

			And since our sexual difference is core to who we are, it will not be eradicated at the resurrection but persist for eternity, though in a fully glorified expression. Our resurrection bodies will be sexed bodies, just as Jesus’ risen body is a sexed body. He is, and always will be, a crucified, circumcised Jewish male.

			These, then, are the basic contours of what has been a time-honored and widespread Christian consensus on sexual difference, with implications that touch virtually every dimension of our lives. This is what I’m calling mere sexuality, what most Christians at most times in most places have believed about human sexuality.

			A More Robust Approach

			By calling this vision “mere sexuality,” I tap into what Christians of the past have consistently taught, and what the vast majority of ordinary believers have always thought. In other words, I appeal to church tradition and make no apologies for that. Mere sexuality is what celebrated philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre calls a living tradition—“an historically extended, socially embodied argument.”18 For Christians, their views on sexuality go back nearly two millennia and have been embodied in the lives of ordinary believers the world over. This is itself a strong, albeit not a decisive, argument in support of mere sexuality—and, incidentally, a strong word of caution to those who depart from it. The problem is that this living tradition is now on life support as it drifts inexorably toward death, at least in the minds of many Christians. The church has forgotten what it has always believed.

			In an age of rampant postmodern uncertainty where sincere Christians disagree about a growing number of things they used to take for granted, it’s important for evangelicals to retrieve this historic consensus. Many evangelicals have been weaned on a way of reading the Bible that is superficial and has proven itself largely unable to withstand the destabilizing effect of competing interpretations. Far too many good Bible-believers are committed to Scripture but skeptical of tradition. As a result they operate with a bastardized view of the classic Protestant doctrine of Scripture—not sola Scriptura (“Scripture alone”) but nuda Scriptura (“Scripture in isolation”). But this emaciated approach can’t stand its ground in the face of the twin challenges of pervasive interpretive pluralism, on the one hand, and the widespread refashioning of moral intuitions, on the other.

			This is why I’m convinced that redoubled efforts to lay out what the Bible really teaches about homosexuality, or any other aspect of Christian sexual ethics for that matter, will only take us so far—or only keep us tethered to orthopraxy for so long. Serious engagement with what the Bible says on these matters is necessary and I applaud these efforts. But they aren’t sufficient in themselves to withstand the cultural and philosophical challenges we face. Such efforts may convert a choir member or two, but we’ll be preaching to the choir. It will do little to stop those disaffected with historic Christian sexual ethics.

			My point is that our strategy needs to be more robust. It is time for evangelicals to rediscover the historic Christian vision of human sexuality. Now, more than at any time since the first centuries of the church, we need a countercultural Christian sexual ethic and, at an even deeper level, a distinctively Christian view of human sexuality. We need a fresh encounter with what has been called the “jarring gospel of Christian sexuality” that transformed the pagan world.19 We need to recover the moral logic behind Christian sexuality: how babies relate to marriage, and marriage to sex, and sex to identity, and identity to being male and female—and how all of this relates to the person of Christ.

			Casting Vision with Joy, Tears, and Hope

			But our task must go beyond recovering a lost vision. If we’re going to avert the slide of evangelical Christianity into a neopagan sexuality, then we need to cast vision for mere sexuality. We need to recover this vision for our own sake, and then advocate for it for the sake of others—as an exercise in pastoral persuasion, speaking convincingly into our contemporary context.

			But this goes beyond the work of scholarship and touches on the need for winsome communication. We need more than sound exegesis and good theology—we need compelling Christian rhetoric and prose and poetry. Our challenge is not only to convince minds but to capture imaginations. We want people to see the truth of God’s design for human sexuality but also to see its goodness and its beauty. Taking a cue from theologian and cultural critic Carl Trueman, we need to win the aesthetic, not just the argument. As he puts it, “Arguments can be true or false, good or bad. But today who cares? We live in an age where the primary moral binary is between the tasteful and distasteful. Control of aesthetics is where the real power to change people lies.”20

			How do we do that? Well, I don’t presume to have all the answers or a silver bullet. But if our vision-casting for God’s design for human sexuality is going to be effective, it must be done with joy, with tears, and with hope.

			It must be done with joy, as those who are ravished by the beauty of mere sexuality—not just convinced of the truth of it. The rising generation of evangelicals needs to encounter both the rational coherence of the Christian vision of sexuality and its moral and aesthetic beauty. Here we can take a cue from C. S. Lewis, who early in his career saw that rational argument would only take a person so far. What was ultimately needed, he insisted, was a baptized imagination. This is why Lewis not only wrote the Abolition of Man but followed it with his Space Trilogy, fleshing out some of the very same points. He later explained that “by casting these things into an imaginary world, stripping them of their stained-glass and Sunday School associations, one could make them for the first time appear in their real potency.”21 That’s a wonderful description of what is required for us to commend the beauty of mere sexuality: to make it appear for the first time in its real potency, whether in our preaching or in our Tweets or in our songs, or better yet, as an embodied reality in our own lives.

			But our vision-casting also needs to be done with tears, as those who share with others in the heartbreaking complexity of these issues. There is a lovely gentleman in our congregation, a godly man in his early sixties, who wakes up most mornings wishing he were a woman. He has had these desires for most of his life, starting when he was just five years old. I weep with him in his struggle.

			Or consider the email I recently received from a young couple who was thinking about moving to Chicago and attending our church. Their dreams and plans were interrupted with the birth of their first child who was born with female genitals but an XY chromosome—a rare medical condition known as intersex. This precious young couple didn’t even know what intersex was until they had a child born with the condition.

			These are the stunningly complex and often heartbreaking situations of people in our world and in our churches. They’re not “issues” to be solved but people to be loved, even to the point of weeping with those who weep, shedding tears of grief and sadness with them. We will not communicate a faithful and compelling vision for mere sexuality if our posture is overly muscular and not sufficiently brokenhearted.

			Finally, if our efforts are going to be effective, then we need to cast this vision with hope, as those who believe in the future promise of the gospel—that while we experience a measure of healing in this life, complete transformation will occur in the life to come. This promise is not grounded in the righteousness of our sexual propriety, but in the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ—and it is true for even the chief of sinners.

			Ultimately, each of us needs to know in the depth of our soul that “no one is righteous, no, not one. . . . All have turned aside; together they have become worthless; no one does good, not even one” (Rom 3:10, 12); that “a person is not justified by works of the law,” nor by his heterosexuality, but only “through faith in Christ Jesus” (Gal 2:16); that we all deal with sexual struggles of one kind or another; that we all need forgiveness and healing for our sexual sin; and that we all need to know, in the depth of our souls, that Jesus is more than willing to meet us there—in our brokenness, in our shame, in our sin.

			“Behold,” Jesus says, “I stand at the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in to him and eat with him, and he with me” (Rev 3:20). As we combine our joy in God’s beautiful creation of people with our tears at the fallen state of our bodies and souls, we cling to and proclaim the hope that Jesus continues to love us, to seek us, and to send us the Holy Spirit. We need to know that as we open the door of our lives to Christ Jesus our Savior, he will indeed humbly enter in—bringing with him all of his grace and beauty and power—washing us, sanctifying us, and justifying us in his own glorious name! 
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Embodied from Creation Through Redemption

			
Placing Gender and Sexuality in Theological Context

			
Beth Felker Jones

			The purpose of this essay is to place gender and sexuality in theological context by thinking about them in relationship to the big-picture biblical arch from creation through redemption. There will always be more to be said, and these topics require an important aspect of humble reservation and acknowledgment of mystery, but it’s also important to claim theological resources for helping us think well about gender and sexuality. We’re not just left in the lurch, for God has chosen to reveal his goodness to us. We’re after a biblically shaped imagination, one trained in Scripture-shaped instincts for the work of living our embodied, sexed, and gendered lives together. Thinking about sex in gender in light of creation, fall, and redemption points us toward a hopeful vision of our bodies as witnesses to the God who is love.

			Creation

			There are basic truths of the doctrine of creation that should shape our theology of gender and sexuality: humans are created in the image of God. God’s work of creating humans as embodied creatures is good work. God’s good creative work calls us to good creative work, to relational and vocational work.

			Rejection of Gnostic hierarchical dualism is fundamental to the Christian doctrine of creation. Gnosticism would divide humans into two, splitting material from spiritual and teaching the superiority of the spiritual. For the Gnostic, flesh is bad and sex is impure. Simply to be a sexual person is to be unredeemed.1

			But against those who “forbid marriage and demand abstinence from foods” (1 Tim 4:3), Paul insists that “everything created by God is good, and nothing is to be rejected, provided it is received with thanksgiving” (1 Tim 4:4).2 Genesis teaches us about created goodness and so should shape for us a theological vision of human relationship and bodies as created goodness. The very existence of human relationship is good. Embodied difference is good.

			God gives good work—dominion and fruitfulness—to embodied human beings, human beings who are male and female, human beings who are supposed to witness, to the world at large and to one another, to the goodness of God.

			Dominion and fruitfulness are embodied work, and dominion and fruitfulness are, in a certain way at least, work that has to do with sex. Human work is to garden, to be put in “Eden to till it and keep it” (Gen 2:15). Human work is done in community, and that community includes sexual differentiation—the fact that we are created male and female.

			Creation gives us something to work with as we think about gender and sexuality. We’re all bearers of the divine image, and we bear that image in the diversity of male and female flesh. Our bodies are good, and we have good work—the work of dominion and fruitfulness—to do with our bodies. But all of this—image bearing, embodiment, and work—has been vitiated under the condition of sin, and so there’s only so far the doctrine of creation can take us if we are to be vigilant about the existence, power, and scope of sin. Many Christian theologies have tried to run a full theology of bodies, sex, and gender from creation alone, downplaying the ways that sin infects our created nature.

			
Fall

			I’m more and more aware of how hard it is becoming to say that maleness and femaleness are created goods. And it should be hard. It should be hard because sin is real, because nature as we know it is fallen nature. And outside of redemption, we lack the tools we need to tell the difference between created goodness, which is still real even under the condition of sin, and sinful disruption of that created goodness, which makes our image bearing and our bodies and our work something different than what they ought to be. Thorns, those many consequences of sin written onto creation itself, seem natural to us. And so we’re tempted to baptize those thorns and pretend they belong to the goodness of creation. We’re tempted, even, to demand that bushes grow thorns and to call that unnatural demand the will of God.

			We must ask whether our theologies are willing to name the effects of sin—noetic, spiritual, and somatic—on the way we exist as fallen male and female creatures. When we affirm that God created human beings, male and female, we have to ask how much access we have to God’s original, good creative intentions for us as such. When we attribute something to human nature, male nature, or female nature, Christians always need to ask which nature we’re talking about. Nature as God created it to be? Or fallen nature, twisted by sin?

			Protestant theology rightly tends to insist that the effects of the fall be taken with utmost seriousness, but, in a painful irony, those strands in the Protestant tradition that are most insistent on this point are often the same strands that would adopt a theology of gender that seems unable to recognize that gender roles are contingent and constructed. The roles or norms that would confidently call one list of attributes masculine and another list feminine are contingencies of geography, history, race, and class. More important, those roles and norms are contingencies that we know only under the condition of sin.

			Our eyes also need to be opened to ways our cultural assumptions about femininity and masculinity may interfere with Christian discipleship. If we allow ourselves to be bound by false assumptions about what maleness and femaleness must look like, vocation and sanctification may be hindered. Mistaken, even sinful, rules and false ideals about what it means to be male and female have done incalculable damage to real men and women. While other aspects of the social construction of masculinity and femininity may not be sinful in themselves, it’s still a good idea to recognize they don’t come from our bodies or nature or God, because that recognition keeps us from marginalizing men and women who don’t follow those conventions.

			We learn from Scripture that we must be suspicious of the ways we tend to see things. We live in a sinful world, under a condition of sin, and sin influences our perspectives. It affects our ability to see what is true and what is false. It affects our ability to distinguish between what is natural—as God intends it to be—and what is sinful, or the way selfish human beings want it to be. We need to be suspicious of ourselves when we’re convinced we know exactly how things ought to be. We need God to heal our abilities to see and know the world. The long, sad history of violence and oppression based on gender and sexuality should spur us to ask these questions especially as we seek theologies of gender and sexuality. Because being male and female belongs to created nature, we tend to think we get it, but when we’re overly confident, we’re likely to be deceived.

			Redemption

			But all of this suspicion of our abilities to understand nature is not the end of theological reasoning, for God does not abandon us to our broken and sinful perspectives. God heals and transforms us and reveals divine intention to us in the redemption made available in Jesus Christ. We must continue to seek God’s good intentions for the sanctification of our sexed and gendered bodies.

			Broadly speaking, the Christian tradition has imagined two different ways that God might redeem embodied gender and sexuality: either gendered bodies are a problem to be wiped away in redemption or they are an intrinsic part of that nature which God, in making all things new, will take up into grace.3

			Understanding the materiality of gender difference as an obstacle to be removed has been a live option in the Christian East. Historian Peter Brown describes Origen as having “conveyed, above all, a profound sense of the fluidity of the body. Basic aspects of human beings, such as sexuality, sexual differences, and the seemingly indestructible attributes of the person associated with the physical body, struck Origen as no more than provisional.”4 Gregory of Nyssa followed in that stream, abandoning Origen’s most problematic speculations but nonetheless spiritualizing redemption when faced with the messy materiality of male and female bodies. Nyssa “had no doubt whatsoever that the present division of the sexes into male and female formed part of the present anomalous condition of human beings.”5 If we read the gendered body in this way, it becomes part of the tradition of the “garments of skin,” those things added by God to humanity only after the fall, meant to ensure survival. The garments of skin are gifts of grace, to be sure, but they are nevertheless outside of both God’s creative and final intentions for humanity.

			But redemption of the sinful ways we experience gendered bodies does not necessarily mean that those bodies themselves are outside of God’s redemptive intention.

			Augustine paints a strikingly different portrait of our embodied hope. For Augustine, materiality itself, while disordered under the condition of sin, is not a problem to be overcome. It is itself God’s grace for humanity. When Augustine considered gender and the resurrection, he asked whether the bodies of women would retain their sex. He gave a simple and radical answer:

			Both sexes are to rise . . . for then there will be no lust, which is now the cause of confusion [that of those who suppose there will be no female bodies at the end]. . . . Vice will be taken away from those bodies, therefore, and nature preserved. And the sex of a woman is not a vice, but nature. They will then be exempt from sexual intercourse and childbearing, but the female parts will nonetheless remain in being, accommodated not to the old uses, but to a new beauty, which, so far from inciting lust, which no longer exists, will move us to praise the wisdom and clemency of God, Who both made what was not and redeemed from corruption what He made.6

			Several things are happening in this passage. First, Augustine denies the fear of the Nyssan tradition that, if gendered bodies are to persist, disordered sexuality will persist as well. Second, Augustine insists that resurrection means that vice will be removed but nature preserved. Sexed bodies, male and female, are the stuff of nature, and God does not make us new by destroying nature. God saves us rather than some other creatures altogether. Part of who we are is written on our materially different bodies. They incarnate the histories of lives together and our lives before God. Finally, Augustine imagines a way of being embodied in which material gender difference reflects particular beauty, beauty that orders the saints to God. Here, rather than material difference being an obstacle to the unity of the body, it displays for that body the glory of God. Because a woman’s sex is not a defect, because it is natural, sexed bodies will persist (even as they are radically transformed) at the resurrection.

			If we are to incline this way, we must be insistent about our tendency as sinners to misunderstand the nature of our bodies. We must name the dangers lurking behind any assumption that we have straightforward access to redeemed bodies. We have shaped dreadfully distorted sinful caricatures of “male” and “female,” and then called them God’s intention. But if materiality matters for the life of the fully redeemed, it matters for those on the way. What is more, God does not leave the wayfarers entirely without access to the body redeemed.

			The fact that we get it wrong does not stop maleness and femaleness from being created goods. Male bodies are good. Female bodies are good. God made them and God loves them. Dangerous stereotypes are instruments of sin, but difference itself is a good thing. God made us to be different from each other and to love and be there for each other through our differences.

			Whenever humans have denied this, the result has been bad for female bodies, for girls and women. Some ancient Gnostics, for instance, taught that sexed bodies would be erased in our salvation. This might sound like liberation, especially to, for instance, a woman who has been hurt because of being a woman, but if we take a closer look, we see that these Gnostics see female bodies—far more than male ones—as the special problem that redemption needs to get rid of. We find texts suggesting that a woman may be saved by becoming male, and we have records of extreme ascetic practice among women—hardcore fasting—being celebrated because it erased the femaleness of their bodies as starvation shrunk breasts and ended menstruation.7

			We must recoil from a vision of holiness that equates it with masculinity. This way of thinking assumes that the female body is an aberration, a problem to be solved, while it gravely underestimates the sinfulness and disorder of male bodies, as we know them. Here, we must unequivocally reject the seductive and popular lie that hope for women lies within Gnosticism.8 Liberation bought at the price of the erasure of women is no freedom. This is the fundamental reason I don’t buy arguments that would do away with so-called “binary sexuality”—the understanding that humans exist in two sexes, male and female. A sinful world may hate and despise female bodies (and lots of other bodies too), but God made them and loves them and is redeeming them.

			Moves to ignore maleness and femaleness as created goods are so often moves to denigrate the female. How can we refuse to do so? Part of the answer is that Christians need to emphasize redemption. Maleness and femaleness are created goods, but—more—they are redeemed goods.

			God heals our brokenness and gives us the power of the Holy Spirit to help us live lives that stretch toward those good intentions. God redeems what we have forfeited. God makes the broken whole. In God’s redeeming power, our very bodies become temples of God the Holy Spirit (1 Cor 6:19), and Christ’s life becomes visible in our bodies. Paul is full of confidence about this: “If the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you, he who raised Christ from the dead will give life to your mortal bodies also through his Spirit that dwells in you” (Rom 8:11).

			Augustine’s embrace of material continuity as the primary continuity of resurrection encourages us to value our sexually differentiated bodies and to realize that our bodies are being taken up into and for the work of redemption. “Therefore, my beloved, be steadfast, immovable, always excelling in the work of the Lord, because you know that in the Lord your labor is not in vain” (1 Cor 15:58).

			And we labor in embodied difference. In that same embodied difference, God gives us grace for Jesus to be made visible in our flesh.

			Do you not know that your bodies are members of Christ? Should I therefore take the members of Christ and make them members of a prostitute? Never! Do you not know that whoever is united to a prostitute becomes one body with her? For it is said, “The two shall be one flesh.” But anyone united to the Lord becomes one spirit with him. Shun fornication! Every sin that a person commits is outside the body; but the fornicator sins against the body itself. Or do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit within you, which you have from God, and that you are not your own? For you were bought with a price; therefore glorify God in your body. (1 Cor 6:15-20)

			Here, Paul insists that our bodies have meaning and purpose. Our flesh is for mission, for witness, for giving glory to the God who saves. And sexually differentiated bodies have something important to do with all this. With those bodies, we’re supposed to be witnessing to who God is and what he has done.

			Conclusion

			Because of the resurrection, we are not free to imagine redemption apart from our very particular bodies.9 Salvation, both on the way and in glory, is embodied. In their material life together, embodied creatures are redeemed in a way impossible for disembodied. Our embodied hope, which the Spirit grants to our embodied desire, must transform our present bodily practices.

			Redemption happens through the body, not only through gender difference but also through the physical continuance of the material difference and specificity that makes us who we are. Finally, our bodies are for praise, praise of the One who is Victor over death, who will shape us into witnesses to beauty, to goodness, to holiness, and to peace.

			Embodied sexuality is not incidental, something that we can shake off as though it doesn’t really touch the core of our existence. Paul, writing to the church in Corinth, names sexual sin four times in a list of ten types of sin (1 Cor 6:9-10). He takes sexual sin seriously because it is so intimate, so personal, and so bodily. Other sins are “outside the body; but the fornicator sins against the body itself” (1 Cor 6:18). These are not the words of prude or of someone who has a problem with bodies. These are the words of someone who understands that our bodies are good and that what happens in the body is intimate and personal. Sex matters because it goes to the very heart of what it means to be human.

			We can reclaim the goodness of our sexed and gendered bodies, and we can testify to what God has done by being gendered and sexual in ways that are mutual, that treasure difference, and that reflect God’s own faithfulness.

			We see a vision of this way of being embodied in the Song of Songs, a story of the natural goodness of sexually differentiated bodies being reclaimed and redeemed. The work of God, which began in creation, has not been wiped out by sin, and God is working to bring healing and wholeness and delight.

			Phyllis Trible illuminates the Song of Solomon as an explicit redemption of the brokenness of Genesis chapters two and three. In sin, the garden of delight was lost. In the Song, that garden is rediscovered and reclaimed in the love between the man and the woman. Trible writes,

			Using Genesis 2-3 as a key for understanding the Song of Songs, we have participated in a symphony of love. Born to mutuality and harmony, a man and a woman live in a garden where nature and history unite to celebrate the one flesh of sexuality. Naked without fear or shame (cf. Gen. 2:25; 3:10), this couple treat each other with tenderness and respect. Neither escaping nor exploiting sex, they embrace and enjoy it. Their love is truly bone of bone and flesh of flesh, and this image of God male and female is indeed very good (cf. Gen. 1:37, 31).10

			In God’s redeeming power, desire is reclaimed from the fall. Instead of disordered desire we catch a glimpse of happy delight in the loved one. That delight is free to be happy and secure because it happens in a context of friendship and mutuality. The Song gives us a portrait of love and of good sex in which the lover is also a “friend” (Song 5:16). The Song repeats a refrain of mutuality. “My beloved is mine and I am his” (Song 2:16). “I am my beloved’s and my beloved is mine” (Song 6:3). God redeems us, and so makes space for true fidelity. In the garden of delight, complete faithfulness between husband and wife testifies to God’s complete faithfulness to us.

			The words of the Song testify to a love that cannot be destroyed, that is faithful no matter what may come. “Set me as a seal upon your heart,” says the lover,


			as a seal upon your arm;

			for love is strong as death,

			passion fierce as the grave.

			Its flashes are flashes of fire,

			a raging flame.

			Many waters cannot quench love,

			neither can floods drown it.

			If one offered for love

			all the wealth of one’s house,

			it would be utterly scorned. (Song 8:6-7)



			Gendered and sexed embodiment is meant to be a witness to the God who is faithful to Israel and to us. Sex matters to God because bodies matter to God, because God created our bodies and has good plans for us as embodied people. Sex is a witness to what God does in our lives, the same God who says to Israel, “I will take you for my wife forever; I will take you for my wife in righteousness and in justice, in steadfast love, and in mercy. I will take you for my wife in faithfulness; and you shall know the LORD” (Hos 2:19-20). Our bodies, all our bodies, are both very good and terribly disordered. The right ordering of people toward God will be accomplished in the resurrection body when our bodies will give unmitigated witness to the Creator, when, “just as we have borne the image of the man of dust, we will also bear the image of the man of heaven” (1 Cor 15:49).
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