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Marriage Troubles

(A version of this essay was published in Body and Soul: Justice Lovers Rethink Sexuality, ed. Marvin Ellison and Sylvia Thorston-Smith, Cleveland: Pilgrim Press, 2003)

Rita Nakashima Brock

Introduction


During the 1996 U.S. elections, the news media mocked Dick Morris.  The inventor of “traditional family values” was accused of having dropped them around his ankles when he was caught with a prostitute.  He was political advisor to President Bill Clinton, who later faced his own sexual scandal with intern Monica Lewinsky.  Most people assumed that the behavior of Morris and Clinton violated traditional Christian family values.  However, throughout much of the Christian tradition, most theologians assumed that sex outside of marriage was necessary to preserve the family, and they advocated social policies on that basis.


Prostitutes were a necessary evil, according to Thomas Aquinas of the thirteenth-century, as they were permitted by God to prevent chaotic eruptions of sinful male lust. "Sewers," he notes, "are necessary to guarantee the wholesomeness of palaces."
  In other words, prostitutes protected "good" wives from the immoral, lustful demands of their husbands.  Prostitutes supposedly exhibited the sexual licentiousness inherent in all women, inherited from Eve, which good women repressed.  The most “holy” women, like the most “holy” men, were supposed to follow a celibate vocation.  Aquinas’ view was typical: being married and sexually active was less spiritual than celibacy.  In this same period, virulent homophobia also developed.

During the Protestant Reformation, which abolished vows of celibacy, marriage became the sole vocation for women.  This change was not necessarily a social or legal advance.  Marriage had long been the instrument of disciplining sexual behavior and of women’s subordination, a subordination found in the Bible and used by theologians to describe human relationships of obedience to God—the wife was to the husband as humanity was to God.  By the end of the twentieth century, most Christian churches, Catholic and Protestant, had acknowledged that sexism was a sin.  They have not, however, scrutinized one major social institution perpetuating sexism—marriage.  To address sexism adequately would require a profound interrogation of marriage.

Asian North American Christians combine at least two cultural strands of marriage customs, one from their heritage from Asia and one from the West, which dominates law and policy in North America.  While these sometimes clash, as, for example, in the case of Hmong child-marriage, they are remarkably parallel in their patriarchal structures.  Most Asian cultures have long-standing histories of marriage combined with customs available to men of prostitutes or concubines.  Marriage rituals usually have some element of transfering ownership of women from father to husband.  Marriage in both Asia and the U.S. functions to subordinate women to male authority.

In the U.S., marriage often functioned as a state device to control Asian immigrant populations.  In the nineteenth century, immigration law discouraged the arrival of wives in order to exploit the labor of Asian men, who were then expected to return home, rather than settle in U.S. territories.  This policy colluded with Asian families who kept wives in Asia, with the expectation that husbands overseas would send money to their families.  Asian men were discouraged from marrying white women by laws that either prohibited miscegenation or forced white women to forfeit their citizenship.  The few Asian women entering the U.S. were often imported for use in the sex trade or other commercial purposes.
  When these policies failed to discourage Asian men from settling abroad, small numbers of women were imported through brokers as “picture brides,” a phenomenon still active in the U.S., though wives are now mostly imported for white men from poor countries in Eastern Europe as well as Asia.

The stigma of racist and sexist stereotypes East Asian women as sexually sophisticated and compliant, a la Suzy Wong or “the geisha,” dominate American orientalist perceptions of Asian women and are often cited by men for their importation of brides from Asia.  In Asia, American men are seen in economic terms, as sources of funds to support families in Asian countries.  The premises of such marriages, based in racism, colonial history, and economic necessity, expose some of the inherent political structures that infect marriage practices, which we should not masked with sentimentality or romance.  Stereotypes of Asian women continue to plague interracial relationships in North America.  


Many feminist Christians, myself among them, have struggled with how to put contrary impulses together in our lives.  We have sought to do work to which we feel called and which feeds our souls.  The more educated and professionally successful we become, however, the less suited we are for the traditional roles of married women.  Women are supposed to want relationships with men who are dominant—who earn more money, are professionally more powerful, are older, better educated, and taller than we are.  If we are of Asian heritage, we are also expected to perform stereotypes of Asian femininity, even in our professional lives.  When marriage is based on gendered roles of dominance and subordination, the creation of egalitarian, intimate relationships becomes a counter-cultural choice, at odds with the social, economic, racial, and cultural pressures that influence our everyday lives.  This choice challenges the core gender structure of traditional marriage both in its Asian and Western forms.  


The movement to legitimate same-sex marriage presents a similar challenge.  This essay explores the intersection of these challenges to heterosexual marriage as an institution structured by sexism in the North American context.  The Christian church avoided consecrating marriage for a millennium, a history related to its understandings of sexuality and celibacy.  This history of ambiguity around marriage and sex relativizes the supposed sanctity of marriage and raises questions about what makes intimate relationships ethical.  In examining this Christian legacy historically, ethically and theologically, I will offer ways to think anew about ethical marriage, loving sex, and non-dominating images of God, which also open ways for Christians to accept the legitimacy of same-sex marriage.  

Troubles with Marriage

Marriage defined women as property, as does the tenth commandment: “You shall not covet your neighbor’s house; you shall not covet your neighbor’s wife, or male or female slave, or ox or donkey, or anything that belongs to your neighbor.” (Ex. 20:17 NRSV)  Throughout the history of Europe and its colonies, marriage laws have been patchwork and fluid, but consistently premised on the subordination of women to the patriarchal family ownership system.  That system is rooted in Roman traditions, in which heterosexual coupling was premised on male dominance.  A man could use, without obligation, any woman for sex—slave, captive, servant, prostitute, or client—under his authority and economic control.  A man could also have one or more concubines, whom he did not control but who were usually economically dependent on his largess.  When women married, laws required that they turn their bodies and economic assets over to their husbands, who had unlimited sexual access to their wives.
  A common element of ancient marriage was the expected rape of the bride.
  Though mutual consent was an element of some Roman marriages, women consented to the legal status of property if they married.  Unmarried women continued to be categorized as the children of their fathers, no matter their age.  Elizabeth Cady Stanton, who chose to marry because she loved her husband, observed that marriage made women “legally dead.” 

Marriage has been a tool of male dominance, colonialism, economic exploitation, and violence.  Its laws historically granted the husband conjugal rights that obligated the wife to domestic responsibilities without compensation and without the right to refuse sex.  In return, as "head of household," the husband was supposed to provide financially for the entire family. 

Contemporary marriage laws reflect some of this history.  When my father died in 1976, a married woman could not have her own credit history.  My mother had to use my father’s credit rating even though she had worked for pay outside the home for much of her adult life.   Such economic inequalities tend to remain in the background of day-to-day gender relationships and often become more of a problem when marriages end.  A more acute and constant problem is  women’s forfeiture of bodily integrity.

This loss of bodily integrity can extend even to unmarried women.  For example, in 1997, a woman in Peru who was sexually assaulted was required by law to marry her rapist if he so requested, allowing him freedom from criminal prosecution,
 a policy resembling the rape codes in Deuteronomy 22:22-29:

If a man meets a virgin who is not engaged, and seizes her and lies with her, and they are caught in the act, the man who lay with her shall give fifty shekels of silver to the young woman’s father, and she shall become his wife.  Because he violated her he shall not be permitted to divorce her as long as she lives.  (Deut. 22:28-29)

Violence against women is a pernicious and enduring aspect of marriage relationships, behavior found in images of God.  As biblical scholar, Renita Weems has noted, domestic violence is sanctified as a right of God to discipline Israel in prophetic books such as Ezekiel and Hosea.
  

 Until recently in the U.S., a man could rape his wife with impunity because legal definitions of rape exempted a husband from prosecution, and rape in marriage was not uncommon.
  And for centuries, the church tolerated domestic violence and sought to regulate the conditions under which women could be beaten by their husbands.
  Still today, twelve times more women are murdered by husbands and family members than by strangers.
  Asian immigrant women are especially vulnerable to entrapment in relationships of violence.
        While violence in intimate relationships is not limited to heterosexual marriage, the loss of married women’s bodily integrity has impeded legal action against such violence.  


Few responsible adults would consider signing a binding contract without reading it, especially a contract stipulating that one partner would cease to be a full legal person and both intended to adhere to it for life.  However, people do so when they marry.  Women and men committed to equal, respectful relationships, if they enter a legal marriage, will face the imposition of the state into their private lives.  Legal marriage was not designed to be an egalitarian institution and carries this legacy of gender inequality.  Feminists have worked to change some of the sexist laws and policies governing marriage in the U.S., but the amount of change varies state by state.  Marriage contracts are not only legally binding, but also difficult and expensive to circumvent by private agreements between individual parties.  


Through the participation of their clergy, churches endorse this state system.  The U.S. constitutional division between church and state disappears in the marriage ceremony; clergy act on behalf of the state and are granted authority as agents of the state.
  The involvement of clergy gives sanction to this unequal marriage system and confers holiness upon it.  As long as legal marriage subordinates women, it will remain unethical, even when sanctioned by the church.  
Troubled by Marriage


For half of its history, Christian theologians were troubled by marriage and did not regard it as sacred.  Priests did not officiate at ceremonies, and the church had no policies governing marriage.  The church understood marriage as a civil ceremony, for both political and religious reasons.
  When Christianity began, the Roman Empire had already instituted policies that obligated its citizens to marry.  

The empire enforced this obligation through taxation and other legal pressures, beginning with Caesar Augustus’ Julian Laws in 19 and 18 BCE, which created a more systematic form of marriage.  Roman marriage carried the obligation of procreation as a duty to the state.  Under the empire, life expectancy was 25 years, infant mortality was high, common diseases, such as malaria and dysentery, and constant warfare required a five-child birthrate per woman to forestall a decline in population among Roman citizens, with a corresponding decline in tax revenues to support the empire.
  Among the privileged classes, who benefited most from imperial largess, marriage was a social and economic contract arranged by the heads of households to establish family linkages, create heirs, and maintain dynasties.  Procreation was possible elsewhere; marriage protected legal heirs, including the children of servants who had been used to provide them for the master. 

To understand the impact of such policies on women, we might consider what it would mean for a girl to be married in early adolescence to a man two or three times her age.  She was often raped on her wedding night.  She would spend most of her time confined to the home and expected to bear children as early and as often as possible with access to inadequate medical care.  The majority of her children would die before they reached adulthood, and she would not survive to see her youngest children become adults.
  

Slaves, poor peasants, and other marginalized people had the legal status of property and were forbidden legal marriage.   Many of the earliest Christians came from these marginalized groups.  They believed baptism, not birth, conferred their kinship status with each other.  Hence, Christians regarded legal marriage as an ambiguous institution, with strong connections to loyalty to the Roman state.  Resistance to state marriage evolved early in Christianity, especially through practices of asceticism.  Ascetic men saw sexual abstinence, even within marriage, as an act of defiance against Roman oppression.  In their abstinence they were living, they believed, freer lives, more closely embodying a divinely transformed human order.  Sexual orientation was not at issue; heterosexual sex within marriage was the problem.  

This desire to live a spiritual ideal was, of course, not easy.  Many of the desert "fathers" struggled with sexual fantasies and bodily urges (Origen reportedly cut off his own testicles).   While such things may sound pathological to modern ears, the struggle, for religious and political reasons (the two were not separated), was important to Christian life.  The celibate body symbolized a new life to come so that even Adam and Eve, in their pre-fallen state, were envisioned as not engaging in sex.  Abstinence showed they were free of the corruptible flesh.  Even non-abstinent Christian households were influenced by abstinence as a sign of life under divine governance.


The first documented ceremonies for life-long, committed, loving relationships were created for same-sex couples, which the church later used as a model for marriage rituals.
  These early ceremonies affirmed commitments before witnesses in which love was personal and committed and had a spiritual dimension.  They developed in monasteries and may or may not have included sexual activity.  Nonetheless, they present an alternative to the marriage system of Rome.  

This history should caution us against valorizing heterosexual marriage as the ideal Christian commitment.  The tradition, beginning with Paul, held a negative view of marriage that wedded it to heterosexual sex and duties that distracted Christians from the work of God.  Love was independent of this structure, essential neither to marriage nor to sex.  While inscriptions on early Christian sarcophagi give touching evidence of love between husbands and wives and between parents and their children, such love was not required in the definition of marriage, and it was not expected.  Most of the biblical texts used in Christian weddings, such as Ruth, the Song of Songs, or I Corinthians 13 are not about marriage.  In fact, the Bible tends to discuss marriage in terms of family, economic, and inheritance relationships, not love.

The contemporary movement to ban same-sex marriage seeks to protect heterosexual marriage, but Christians in this movement do not understand our tradition’s well-grounded wariness of it.  Prohibiting same-sex marriage will not address the unethical structures of traditional marriage, which should not be defended, but transformed. 

In theological terms, traditional heterosexual marriage is sinful because it is unjust. The sanctification of marriage has inscribed, as sacred, unethical structures between men and women, subordinating women to men, for example by denying women bodily and sexual integrity and sanctioning domestic violence.  This unjust system is further advanced theologically by the use of marriage as a model of divine-human relationships, which presents God as husband, i.e. as representing the masculine side of the power equation.  This hierarchical gender structure as divinely ordained upholds the virtue of women’s obedience to male power.  

Wives, be subject to your husbands as you are to the Lord.  For the husband is the head of the wife just as Christ is the head of the church, the body of which he is the Savior.  Just as the church is subject to Christ, so also wives ought to be, in everything, to their husbands. (Eph. 5:22-24 NRSV)

Paul makes a similar point, in a more convoluted way, in I Corinthians 11:3-10, but this is after he has said, “To the unmarried and the widows I say that it is well for them to remain umarried as I am.  But if they are not practicing self-control, they should marry.  For it is better to marry than to be aflame with passion. . .  he who marries his fiancee does well; and he who refrains from marriage will do better. . . [a widow] is more blessed if she remains as she is.  And I think that I too have the Spirit of God.” (I Cor. 7:8-9,40 NSRV)

Marriage, it seems, is a lesser state of life than being single.  Proposing it as a model of divine-human relationships bases faith in a problematic relationship in which love is inessential.  Paul’s primary language about marriage is power, submission and control: submission of the wife to her husband’s power and control of lust to avoid sinning.  When he speaks of love in marriage, it is in the framework of this power system.  He does not mention procreation or the care of children at all as a function of marriage.  Meanwhile, Paul extols love as the highest good, even above faith, in I Corinthians chapter 13:13.  But he delivers his message of love for the diverse members of the church and the use of everyone’s gifts within a caring community, not for married couples.  If marriage is less than the best life for Christians, why should Christians seek its parallel in relation to God?  

Same-sex relationships disrupt the power inequalities of gender imbedded in heterosexual marriage, though, of course, not all same-sex relationships avoid structures of domination and submission.  Rather, they are not symmetrical to heterosexual relationships because they do not begin with the inequality of heterosexuality as a structural assumption of the relationship.  This disruption of gender and power may be one reason why homosexuality has become such a flashpoint of theological controversy.  Those who object to same-sex marriage use a number of reasons, for example, that heterosexual marriage is biologically, morally, and culturally “normal” or “natural” because of its procreative purpose.  While sex has a biological basis in human beings, marriage does not.  In fact, marriage is neither “natural” nor “sacred,” and sex has uses other than procreation, including expressing love.  In other words, an unethical institution is naturalized as a model for all sexual relationships.  

What we do with our feelings, where we place them, how they are prompted, and the roles and behaviors associated with gender are complex mixtures of biology and cultural constructions passed on to us from birth.  Because we are taught sexual values and attitudes from an early age, we may feel as if they are inherent.  However, sexual attitudes, attractions, relationships, and behaviors vary extensively both within and across cultures.  All could be deemed “natural” in the same way marriage is.  Some people and cultures appreciate and allow same-sex relationships; others condemn and reject them, giving evidence that societies are a major shaping factor in sexual behavior and attitudes. 

Over the long history of contested marriage laws in the U.S., the same arguments are repeated.  Interracial marriage is “unnatural.”  Giving economic independence and the right to work to women will undermine the structures preserving marriage.  Using birth control is “unnatural” and takes away the primary procreative reason for marriage.  Allowing divorce violates the life-long arrangements cemented by marriage.
 
The use of these recurring, persistent defenses of marriage is slippery and rests on the fabricated idea that marriage is “natural.”  That marriage is legal does not make it “natural,” just, or ethical.  If we rely on a state-defined, sexist institution to determine the morality of intimate relationships, we abrogate our responsibility for ethical discernment.  Focusing on protecting heterosexual marriage prevents us from examining what various life choices exist for ethical love, responsible sexual behavior, and long-term commitments.  We need a more complex understanding of what makes adult intimate relationships moral.  

Troubles with Sex

Christian ambivalence about heterosexual marriage is part of our struggle with human sexuality.  Heterosexual sexuality has been politically charged, given its early connection to Roman marriage.
  It is not inconceivable that Thomas Aquinas’ argument for prostitution emerged from a strategy to minimize rape and battering in marriage or reduce the anguish and trauma of family violence.  Whether or not such a strategy was successful, the church often profited from the taxation of prostitution.
  Until the Protestant Reformation, most major Western Christian theologians were troubled by sexuality and wrote about the body and sex from a perspective that believed celibacy to be a higher spiritual state.
  

Augustine’s theology of sex was one of the most influential from late antiquity.  According to his Confessions, his non-Christian father was sexually profligate while married to a Christian woman.  Augustine had a difficult adolescence, followed by a 15-year relationship to a concubine who bore him a son.  Even though Augustine's achievement of faithfulness defied the model of his father, he later dismissed it as "the mere bargain of lustful love."
  Elsewhere, in the abstract, he concedes that a faithful concubine can be considered a wife.
  When his mother betrothed him to an adolescent woman of the appropriate social class, a typical marriage arrangement of the time, he abandoned his unnamed concubine.  Augustine eventually refused to marry and became a monk.


From Augustine we inherit a notion of human nature that connects sin with sexual passion.  He found evidence for original sin in his "unruly member," which convinced him that his moral will could not control his sexual urges and feelings.  Without such control, the soul was helpless to submit to God.  Hence, the very fact that humans are conceived in a rebellious will, grounded in sexual passion, or lust, transmits this sin from generation to generation.  Powerless to help ourselves, we must submit our wills to divine grace.  While we can appreciate how deeply Augustine grounds theology in embodied experience and how honestly he discloses his personal struggles as material for theological reflection, his conclusions reflect notions of masculinity specific to his time and culture, which have become universalized into androcentric assertions of human nature.


Sex was a duty of marriage for procreation.  Married sex was not required to include love or to be enjoyable—in Augustine’s case the very capacity of sex to provide pleasure was troubling.  Within traditional marriage, men often found social and emotional intimacy, whether sexual or not, with other men.  Augustine had such friendships with men, which were more emotionally and intellectually satisfying to him that the one he had with his concubine.  Of these friendships, he says, they “[proceed] from our hearts as we gave affection and received it back, and shown by face, by voice, by the eyes, and by a thousand other pleasing ways, kindled a flame which fused our very souls together, and, of many, made us one.”
  The research by John Boswell on early holy union ceremonies in Christianity found an early Christian preference for same-sex intimacy.
  As Augustine’s example demonstrates, same-sex friendship was voluntary and mutual, an intimacy in marked contrast to the gender dominance structured into heterosexual marriage. 



The Protestant reformers of the 16th century are widely regarded as having a more positive view of marriage and sex because they abolished monasticism and repudiated celibacy.  Protestants rejected the idea that abstinence resulted in a more spiritual state; they opened the door to considering a positive relationship of sexuality to faith.  However, most Protestant reformers did not peer far through that door.  Their rejection of celibacy rested on a more negative view of it as a means of acquiring grace.
  Calvin disapproved of celibacy only when those who had chosen this path could not stay on it.  Although Calvin was willing to grant that sex within marriage had a positive function in relation to procreation as a divinely ordained act, he warned that the marriage bed should not become a nest of licentiousness.
  The Reformers continued to view sexuality quite negatively outside the confines of married, procreative sex.  Protestant marriage thus narrowed the focus of sexual life to marriage and confined women to this subordinated role and vocation.

Reformers such as Luther took the harshest possible reading of Paul to mean that the original equality of Adam and Eve had been shattered by Eve's disobedience.  Because of her sinful nature, Eve was to be subordinate to Adam, as all wives were subject to their husbands. 
  This theology implies traditional marriage is a punishment, not a blessing.  During this same historical period, social policies defined the conditions under which a man could beat his wife.  When the Protestant reformers closed convents, they denied women one of the few legitimate avenues of escape from domestic violence, sexual abuse, forced pregnancy, and illiteracy.  In addition, women were more isolated from relationships of emotional and intellectual intimacy with other adult women, once provided by convents.


This sex-only-within-marriage legacy has produced Christian theological and ethical language about sex that focuses primarily on control, sin, rules, and guilt.  The control of sexuality and the marital rules by which it is governed have determined whether we should feel guilty about or enjoy sexual activity.  This theology of human sexuality constricts and denies the fullness and complexity of human sexuality and reinforces men’s dominance and women’s obedience to male power and authority, paralleling submission to God.  Augustine's influential conceptual mistake was making his masculine experience of sex into an all-encompassing theory of human nature, with sexual passion as a problem—an indication that “man” was fallen.  

Still Troubled 


Life for Christians in the West has changed dramatically since Paul, Augustine, Luther, and Calvin, but our cultural attitudes, theologies, and ideas have been slow to follow.  They are also influenced by colonialist attitudes about race and gender.  Perhaps this is because until very recently, the most privileged men, who benefited most from male dominance and racial inequality, created our policies and laws.  Feminist legal scholars and activists have worked for over a century to change sexist laws and policies.  

An increasing number of men, such as Michael Eric Dyson, James Nelson, James Poling, John Stoltenberg, have joined feminists in examining the harm caused by systems of male dominance.  For men to do so requires the deconstruction of dominance structured into masculine socialization.
  Dyson writes in a letter to his wife Marcia,

The truth is, Marcia, that for the most part black men have been unwilling to confront inequalities between ourselves and the women in our lives, inequities that we deeply invest in and justify by all sorts of philosophical and rhetorical gyrations. . . as black men we have a hard time seeing ourselves as oppressors, as doing to black women what has wrongfully been done to us.  So many of the black women in our lives . . . overlook [our difficulties] at times, . . . make their peace with them, thereby inviting their own downfall.

Dyson’s discussion of intraracial gender relationships could as easily be applied to relationships among Asian North American women and men, in which subordination and dominance still are factors.

 
Christian marriage must be remade into an ethical institution, regardless of how law and policy define it.  A reassertion of traditional values, based in women’s inequality, reinscribes injustice.  Women’s lives today challenge the social practices, economic structures, and stereotyped roles on which traditional marriage was based.
  In addition, young adults spend a decade or more before marriage, on average, being hormonally, physically, and emotionally ready for sexual activity, and they act on that capacity before committing to long-term relationships.  This long period of adolescent sexual maturity has created a stage of human life in which sexuality is seen as an aspect of self, not as a function of marriage and procreation.  However, most Christians receive little guidance for this period of sexual life beyond “just say no.”

This guidance is crucial because the modern emphasis on personal sexual fulfillment has not eliminated sexism.  The old dynamics of gender and power still haunt heterosexual relationships, and race complicates interracial relationships, as well as power dynamics among Asian men and women.  The negative Christian view of sex has produced a reaction based in a view of sexual freedom that dissociates it from values or relationships.  As John Stoltenberg argues,

Sexual-freedom advocates have cast the issue only in terms of having sex that is free from suppression and restraint . . . sexual freedom on a more personal level has meant sex that is free from fear, guilt, and shame -- which in practical terms has meant advocacy of sex that is free from consequences, sex that is free from ethical distinctions, sex that is essentially free from any obligation to take into account one’s consciousness that the other person is a person.
  


This libertarian reaction to puritanical sex parallels Augustine's callous dismissal of his concubine as a “mere bargain of lustful love.”   In the modern version, the sexual partner is also the object of lust in a performance of desirability and sexual mastery.  As in patriarchal marriage, masculinity is constructed on the basis of dominating attitudes toward sex and women, though with greater freedom and personal income, women can also play such roles of power.  

Traditionally, even within monasticism, the church tolerated prostitutes as an outlet for lust, which allowed for exploitive sex that did not touch the soul or strain church coffers with legitimate offspring of church officials.  Actually loving someone intimately was understood to interfere far more with spiritual life than uninvolved sex.  Lust was tolerated; sex with love was suspect.  This dynamic also characterized Asian Buddhist attitudes toward sexuality.
  In addition to monks, married men supposedly needed outlets to protect their wives from lust, as noted above.  Lust could be impersonally expressed; love might lead to attachment and relationship.  In today’s version of such sex, masculine mastery is not demonstrated by celibacy, but by sexual prowess without attachments, a practice akin to monastic asceticism.   The sexual behavior Stoltenberg describes shares with asceticism and traditional heterosexual marriage an assumption that masculine lust is expressed through power, an ethic now more possible for women to enact.
  

This sex-love split resembles the fragmentation of the soul in the aftermath of violence.  Violence was long accepted within marriage as an aspect of male dominance.  Survivors of sexual abuse, rape, and family violence often lose awareness of their bodies—the site of painful memories.  They separate body from feelings and intellect.  Connecting them would require re-living pain that can be a descent into hell.  Rather than make such a descent, survivors of violence sometimes live dissociated lives, with body, heart, mind, and soul unintegrated—each part of the self cannot speak to and be heard by the others.
  Without the integrity of the self, responsible, self-respecting ethical decisions in intimate relationships are difficult.  The Department of Justice Office of Crime Statistics reports high levels of intimate violence.
  Many regard these statistics as underestimates.
  A theology of intimacy that divides sex from love reinforces the traumatic aftermath of such violence.

The Christian tradition confined sex to traditional marriage, thereby trapping women and men in a sinful system in which the only approved sex was within a system of dominance.  However, sex free of sin, even in marriage, was seen as virtually impossible because of lust.  Since love and sex together create a yearning for intimacy and sexual passion, which was equated with lust, the union of sex and love could be dangerous to the soul.  This Catch-22 has created veils of shame and guilt even around healthy sexual feelings.  Latin American liberation theologians have suggested that sin, organized in its social dimensions within human systems of power, magnifies the abuse of power, especially in economic and political forms.  Sin is a social phenomenon with a structured, social, historical character.
  Christian marriage is such a system of sin.

We must seek new criteria for understanding what makes sex ethical, not only because traditional marriage has enmeshed sex in an inescapable circular system of sin but also because such an unjust ethic is less and less supported by contemporary social and economic conditions.  Most adult women work and like having their own income.  Women live longer and have fewer children in economically privileged societies and outlive men in life expectancy.   Child rearing now occupies perhaps one-third of an adult woman's life, when, a century ago, it was her entire adult life, since she was likely to die before her youngest child was an adult.  The age of first marriage has been steadily climbing in the U.S., from its all-time low in the 1950s of 19 to 25 in 2000, and co-habitation has also increased.  All marriages end by death or divorce, so most adults spend some part, often a significant part, of their lives unmarried.  Heterosexual adults sometimes commit to long-term relationships without any intention of marrying or having children.  Most adult sexual behavior deliberately avoids procreating.  Protected sex has become a moral imperative not only because we live in an era of HIV/AIDS, but also because, to be ecologically responsible, we must limit the numbers of children we bring into the world.  Hence, the decision to procreate must be carefully considered to be ethical.
  

To make sex ethical, we find clues in Augustine’s dilemma: he had sex with his concubine but found intimacy with his male friends.  He yearned for, but did not find, adequate intimacy and mutuality in his sexual relationship.  Augustine's dilemma offers us an important theological insight.   His struggle between his will and his urges suggests that the human heart or psyche is a dimension of sexual feelings.  Augustine believed the ideal, spiritually uplifting moment of sexual relations occurs when the body and soul are one, when the human will coalesces in love with the desire of the body.  In other words, he thought sex could be part of religious life.  Unlike many of his contemporaries, he believed that there would be sex in heaven and that Adam and Eve had sex before they knew sin.  

Augustine’s relationship with his concubine led him to believe he could not control his sexual urges.  His relationship with her did not equal the emotional and intellectual friendships he had with men.  He longed for the two to become one relationship, so that he could make love in loving friendship.  However, the culture and structures of gender in his time may have stood in his way, despite evidence from his time that some men and women found such romantic unions.
  Certainly, an attitude toward women revealed in his characterization of his concubine as a “bargain,” led him to believe that such grace-filled sex was impossible in this life.   

Augustine wished to integrate the many dimensions of his life: values, feelings, spirituality, intellect, and will.  The power structures of gender that prevented this integration haunt heterosexual relationships, structures to which men and women are still socialized.   His dilemma is an invitation to re-imagine sexual relationships.

  
Augustine’s friendships offer us an important insight into the quality of love among relative equals.  Adult relationships are spiritually grounded and ethical when their values are egalitarian, when one member is not expected to sacrifice her or his life or talents for another’s, when each contributes to the relationship, when each is free to be honest, and when each is able to thrive.  In psychological terms, such relationships respect boundaries; they are based in respect for the separateness and differences among persons.  The normal tensions and conflicts that emerge between human beings in close relationship with each other can become oppressive or violent when one has considerable power over the other.  Conflicts are less likely to become chronically harmful within the freedom provided by a friendship among equals.  Each person has a sense of her or his own worth and power.  

Augustine paints, perhaps, too idealized a picture of what he longed for but could not experience.  Such idealized expectations, usually promoted as a reason to wait for sex until marriage, encourage the naive to think that one all-consuming relationship can meet such needs rather than understanding that human needs are met in a variety of ways.
  If we idealize sexuality and lack space for the complex truths of our lives, we will imprison a major part of intimacy, which is truth.  Without the freedom to be present as ourselves, in our limitations and complex needs as well as our passions and joys, we will not be much better off than when sex was seen as sin.  Idealized sex is not an answer to sex as sin any more than sex without feeling for the other is an answer to repressed sex.


If ethical intimacy is the joining of love and sex, then we must accept that such relationships sometimes do not endure for life.  Love cannot be ordered or legislated.  Love is a voluntary act, based on complex, often mysterious factors.  Education, employment, family commitments, trauma, and time change people’s lives and how they feel about them.  But when it changes, fades, or fails, love cannot be commanded to reappear.  And violence and emotional abuse are major reasons that intimate relationships fail.  These forms of coercion must never be confused with ethical love.  They are a betrayal of love. 

“Belief in love, belief in the integrity of individual conscience, is profoundly unsettling. . . . Each of us matters, . . .each of us must choose for ourselves how to live.”
  Trusting the human heart will not give us certainty or permanence, but it is the only avenue for joining sexual life to the soul.  Love can be reinforced and supported by family and community systems, which should provide accountability for responsible behavior when love ends.  And such systems provide support for those who grieve the loss of love.

Joining sex and love should not lead us to think of the two as the same.  There are many kinds of love, and sexual love is one dimension of loving.  Similarly, sexuality is not just what we do in a committed relationship with another.  Sex can bring pleasure without love of another, for example, through self-pleasure and the tactile wonders of the body.


The Christian tradition has relied upon fixed, act-centered rules to judge whether any sexual relationship is ethical, rather than on discerning how relationships are guided by principles of love, mutuality, responsibility, and pleasure.  In addition, until very recently, few theologies have discussed the intrinsic goodness of sexual pleasure.  To acknowledge sexual pleasure as a human good would be to place it into the framework of creation as blessing from God.  Sex would then be valued for itself, as something creative of love and pleasure, not as an instrument used to obtain something else it serves, such as procreation or financial support.
  

Same-sex marriage challenges us to make marriage ethical. Because too much joy and pleasure in sex have been suspect, heterosexual sexual activity has often been laden with tension and guilt.  Same-sex marriage calls into question the hierarchical marriage system of gender that has separated sex from love.  This challenge is not because all same-sex relationships are free of violence or domination but because same-sex relationships are not constructed by gender hierarchy.  They make evident the capacity of human beings to join sex with love in diverse ways.  

Loving, egalitarian intimate relationships increase human and spiritual value.  To increase the possibilities for loving is to increase the incarnation of love in the world.   A diversity of intimate relationships can be ethical and are not determined by sexual orientation.  Such relationships provide the larger society with adults in stable economic units, supporting each other financially, raising children, joining and supporting churches, and contributing in other ways to religious and civic life.   

A Different God

We need new images of God to replace those of marriage with God as Lord, Husband, and Master.  Fresh theological language and imagery offers us faith not as obedience, submission, and duty, but as a relationship of intimacy, mutuality, and responsibility.
  Imagining God as beloved, friend, and wisdom is not new, but such images have been largely ignored, disparaged, or neglected by a tradition that defined faith in God as marriage.  

The Song of Songs describes the love of those beloved to each other.  Its joys and sexual love are not those of marriage, and, yet, this text was canonized as a model of the divine-human relationship.  Early Christian bishops littered the baptismal liturgy with quotes from it like pink rose petals at a wedding.  The newly baptized Christian became a bride to Christ.
  

Feminist biblical scholar Phyllis Tribble suggests the Song of Songs represents an image of return to the Garden of Eden, when Adam and Eve were not punished for their sin.  Among their punishments, lest we forget, was marriage.
  Or perhaps, the Song gives us an image of Augustine’s hope for sex in heaven.  Literary scholar Marcia Falk has translated it as a series of beautiful lyric love poems.
  

While the Song of Songs never appears in the preaching lectionary, it was a favorite of mystics who saw its passionate love poetry as describing their God-infused lives, especially beginning in the twelfth century.  The intimate, whole-being sensibility of the text depicts a knowing closer to the Hebrew understanding of “to know” than the English sense of “knowledge.”  The Hebrew “to know” is used for sexual relationships as well as for divine-human relationships.  Hence, to know God as our Beloved is to be intoxicated by divine love and to know oneself as God’s beloved. 
 

Love, of course, is not limited to sexual intimacy, and the image of God as Beloved is only one possible image for faith.  Friend is another image of love, offered in John 15:15-17.

I do not call you [slaves] any longer, because the [slave] does not know what the master is doing; but I have called you friends, because I have made known to you everything that I have heard from my Father.  You did not choose me but I chose you.  And I appointed you to go and bear fruit, fruit that will last, so that the Father will give you whatever you ask him in my name.  I am giving you these commands, so that you may love one another. (NRSV)

To be a true Friend is to commit to a relationship of love, respect, mutuality, and equality.  In friendships, relationships of domination and subordination can be transcended because they are voluntary.  As noted above, friendship is also sometimes related to sexual relationships, but many kinds of friendships exist.  To befriend God is to stand with the world where the Spirit of God dwells and to know the presence of comfort and love are with us always.

Throughout the Biblical text, the divine spirit guides people, challenges them, comforts them, inspires them, disturbs them, and binds them to each other.  This spirit is called many names: Ruah (breath), Shekinah (presence), Pneuma (spirit), Sophia (wisdom), Logos (word), Paraclete (advocate).  She appears when she is needed, but she does not always provide what we think we want.  Rather, she disrupts narrow certainties by challenging our biases.  She asks us to pay heed to what makes us uncomfortable, frightened, anxious.  She heals wounds by coaxing us to face pain we cannot face alone.  She inspires courage by grounding us in care and protection for ourselves and each other.  She is not inwardly turning, but outwardly moving.
  She cannot guarantee us certainty in life, but she gives us confidence in God.  Ethical discernment and the ability to increase in judgment and responsibility come from our ability to respond to this spirit.  Such wisdom, guided by the Spirit, was a characteristic understanding of Christian life in the early church, where the greatest cathedral in Christendom, build in the sixth century in Constantinople was called Hagia Sophia, Holy Wisdom.
  This wisdom-spirit, Sophia, the name given to many early Christian churches, dwells in the world, in the flesh, and invites us to connect heart, mind, soul, and strength in our struggle to increase just love in the world.


Christianity has lacked a tradition of just love in heterosexual marriage.  The church’s use of marriage has shaped a tradition that has separated sex from love, enforced the subordination of women, and ignored the spiritual dimensions of human sexuality and love.  The movement for same-sex marriage provides us an opportunity to transform and redeem marriage as a place where love is bound with ethics, pleasure, and commitment.  If we make marriage ethical we will also need fresh ways to think of our relationship to God.  This will all be to the good, strengthening Christian faith and community life.  In moving Christian life toward greater mutuality, wholeness and joy, we may see our diverse ways of loving as a gift of God, blessedness beyond measure.  
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