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Foreword

J a m e s  K .  A . S m it h

When you write a book on desire, people expect you to talk about sex. 
When you talk about agape as rightly ordered eros and describe human 
beings as “erotic” creatures, the temperature in the room clicks up a couple 
of degrees, and people are waiting for a libidinous turn in the conversation.

But I’m the last person who should be writing about sex. Indeed, in 
that respect, I am a complete square, an alien from another age. I was 
married when I was nineteen years old and have had sex with exactly one 
person— the lovely woman who has been my wife for twenty-five years. 
While I can recall pages of dirty magazines floating around the locker room, 
my formative years were not haunted by the ubiquity of pornography we 
know today. I attended a Bible college where women were allowed into 
the men’s dorm rooms for exactly two hours per sem ester, under close 
surveillance. So the worlds of Sex in the City or Lena Dunham’s Girls are 
pretty much unimaginable to me.

Still, I have four children (which I hope is some proof that I like sex!) and 
have a deep awareness that they have grown up in a foreign country. While 
we have open lines of communication and we talk about both the gifts and 
guardrails of healthy sexuality from a biblical perspective, I sometimes fear 
that their mother and I must sound like those parents in Charlie Brown 
movies: a kind of droning “Wall wah wah wah waaaah” that, however well
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intentioned, is a language that makes no sense to younger Christians in the 
twenty-first century. This isn’t because the transcendent norms of biblical 
discipleship are passe but rather because the world in and from which our 
children hear them has radically changed. This doesn’t mean we need to 
revise or reformulate a biblical understanding of sex, but it does mean we 
need to recontextualize it so that it can be heard anew for what it is: an 
enduring gift for human flourishing.

This is why I’m so grateful that Jonathan Grant has written Divine Sex. 
He displaces the reductionistic way traditional Christian morality is usu
ally articulated: as though sufficient knowledge coupled with (Herculean!) 
willpower are all we need. This kind of “thinking-thing-ism” tends to 
forget that, in discussions of sex, there are other organs beyond the brain 
that might be, shall we say, relevant to the discussion. Our sexual lives 
don’t just play out in rational, deliberate choices we make, as though sex 
is the conclusion to some syllogism. Our sexual lives are ways of life we 
live into because our hearts and minds have been captivated by a picture of 
the so-called good life. As Grant rightly emphasizes—resonating with my 
argument in both Desiring the Kingdom  and Imagining the Kingdom— our 
sexual being-in-the-world is affected by the formation of our imagination. 
We are creatures of habits, and such habits are formed in us by the rhythms 
and rituals we are immersed in, even (indeed, even more so) if we don’t 
realize it. Our loves and longings and desires— including our sexual long
ings— are not just biological instincts; they are learned. But the pedagogies 
of desire that train us rarely look like lectures or sermons. We learn to love 
on the register of the imagination.

Grant sympathetically recognizes the ways in which Christians are em
bedded in cultural patterns that shape us without our realizing it. We have 
to appreciate, he rightly points out, “the extent to which the modern self, 
with its focus on being free in the negative sense of being free from  other 
people, has seeped into the Christian imagination and distorted our vi
sion of sexuality and relationships.” Or as he puts it a little later, “The 
red thread running throughout this book is the conviction that we are, 
more than we realize, made by our context.” This is why the first half of 
Divine Sex is focused on a diagnosis of the cultural milieu that forms and 
shapes our imagination— including how we imagine sex in ways we might 
never articulate. And Grant’s analysis is stellar: it is pointed and honest
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without being alarmist and despairing. Drawing on (and lucidly translating) 
the important work of scholars and social scientists like Charles Taylor, 
Christian Smith, and Mark Regnerus, as well as engaging some of my own 
work, Grant helps us understand how and why the world that forms us has 
changed— and hence what effective Christian countertormation would look 
like. The diagnosis of our cultural condition is not then taken as license 
for revision of biblical norms; instead, it provides the impetus for a fresh 
articulation of why those norms could be received as liberating us from 
the enslavement that parades itself as sexual “freedom” today.

The result is pastoral theology as ethnography, written from the front 
lines of our secular age and growing out of ministry in London and else
where. Grant isn’t writing from some protected enclave where traditional 
plausibility structures are alive and well. No, this book is written from the 
trenches of ministry in some of our most pluralistic— and hedonistic—  
global cities. Its voice is at once theological and pastoral: a brilliant work 
of cultural analysis that seems to always keep embodied names and faces 
in view. (I also have to admit that I am jealous of Grant’s uncanny facility 
with metaphor, simile, and the word pictures that paint his argument. As 
my Pentecostal sisters and brothers like to say, “This stuff will preach'.”)

This is a book that needed to be written. I pray that it will make its way 
into the hands of not only pastors and parents but also the wide array of 
those leaders who care for the body of Christ in the twenty-first century. 
It speaks both to those who are single and to those who are married. And 
it is a must-read for anyone working with young people today; it should 
be read by youth pastors and university chaplains as well as by student- 
life divisions at Christian colleges and universities. Absorbing Grant’s 
insight, analysis, and constructive argument should not only deepen how 
we are talking about sex and discipleship; it should also give us new in- 
tentionality about the church as a formative community, enabling us to 
live into a different script that is good news: our sexual lives are hidden 
with Christ in God.
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Adjusting Our Vision
Christian Formation and Relationships 

in a Sexualized Age

A few years ago, while celebrating our fifteenth wedding anniversary, my 
wife, Esther, and I stayed at the base of the twin mountains of Whistler 
and Blackcomb, the mammoth ski resort on Canada’s West Coast. Our 
hotel was right at the foot of the ski fields, so that these huge mountains 
shot straight up outside our window. The view was spectacular, and it was 
mesmerizing to watch the many gondolas and chairlifts climb the slopes 
before passing over vertiginous ridges and out of sight. As the spring sun 
glistened off the icy slopes, it was easy to forget that this is rugged terrain, 
exciting and terrifying in equal measure. Deaths are common during the ski 
season here because of the huge off-piste area and constant avalanche risk.

Looking up at the awe-inspiring scene that morning, I was struck by 
the parallels between this environment and the state of relationships today, 
even within the church. Like those imposing mountains, love and romance 
have become alluring but risky places. Our culture’s romantic idealism 
encourages us to boldly explore the boundless playground of sex and
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relationships. Yet we quickly succumb to “exposure” when faced with the 
corrosive elements of our culture’s hypersexuality and its fatalism about 
lasting commitments. This combination of factors has turned romantic 
relationships from places of adventure and exhilarating risk into crevasses 
of death and despair.

Having tossed away the map and abandoned the network of chairlifts 
and gondolas that could orient us and safely guide us in our sexual lives, 
our culture finds itself lost and desperate in a veritable whiteout. The pre
vailing wisdom says, “Find your own way,” and yet these mountains are 
no place for the creative novice. The evidence is in, and it’s compelling. 
Our cultural experiment has left a trail of relational wreckage, and it has 
left us in a state of denial about where we stand.

As a society, we have encouraged powerful sexual scripts that shape 
the narrative world in which modern relationships unfold. We have, for 
instance, put our confidence in sex but lost our faith in marriage. Young 
people are encouraged to delay “settling down” while becoming sexually 
active at ever-younger ages. Research suggests that for many young people, 
dating and sex are becoming synonymous— one simply follows from the 
other. Fully 84 percent of American 18- to 23-year-olds have had premarital 
sex, while this figure rises to 95 percent for all Americans (of any age) who 
have had sex outside of marriage.1 Beyond the realm of real-life relation
ships, virtual sex— thanks to the wildly successful innovation of online 
pornography— is flooding into mainstream culture.

All this unfolds against a backdrop of failed marriages that, over several 
generations, has undermined the imaginative possibility of marriage as 
a permanent form of relationship. This cultural environment makes the 
Christian vision of sexuality and marriage seem naive, unreasonable, or 
at least unworkable as a real-life philosophy— even for many Christians.

And yet in the midst of this cultural fatalism lies the strong hope of 
the Christian vision of relationships. In our hotel room that morning, I 
read about the origins of the Whistler ski resort. In its beginnings in the 
1960s, critics argued that these mountains were too hostile for a commercial 
ski resort; they were simply too inaccessible, wild, and unpredictable. But 
through a massive network of roads, chairlifts, and gondolas, an otherwise

1. M ark Regnerus and Jeremy Uecker, Premarital Sex in America: H ow  Young Ameri
cans M eet, M ate, and Think about M arrying (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 1.

Divine Sex
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impenetrable context has become an exhilarating place to explore and 
enjoy— even becoming a venue fit for the Winter Olympics. We face a similar 
challenge in relation to sex and relationships today. With lifelong committed 
marriages no longer considered “natural,” we are tempted by the warmth 
of the spring sun to get involved and explore— and yet the weather seems to 
quickly change as we find ourselves getting deeper into uncharted territory.

Tragically, the church has absorbed many of the same perspectives and 
so has come to reflect the surrounding culture rather than transform it. 
Yet this need not be our fate. Within this crisis, God’s vision of life is a 
plan for comprehensive human flourishing in all its fullness. Just like those 
chairlifts and gondolas, it provides orientation, know-how, and momentum 
for exploring and enjoying the depth, breadth, and glory of God’s creation, 
particularly in our romantic relationships.

The seeds of this book were planted several years ago when Esther and 
I were pastors at a church in London. The vast majority who attended the 
church were young, single adults in their twenties and thirties. As we got to 
know their many different stories over a period of years, we felt a growing 
sense that addressing the area of relationships and sexuality was one of 
the biggest challenges we faced. Because of our responsibility to disciple 
and shepherd this generation within that church, we couldn’t ignore their 
confusion. Relational issues were commonly the most difficult and vexing 
aspects of their lives. For many, intimate relationships were a major source 
of confusion, frustration, disappointment, anger, and often despair as they 
moved through their thirties and into their forties without any “success” 
in finding love. This often resulted in a crisis of faith: “How could God 
lead me into this lonely pit when I’ve followed him and all his rules about 
sex?” Others seemed to marginalize their Christian faith and sexualize their 
relationships while not knowing what to do with the guilt that followed. 
At the same time, we were shocked by the number of friends, Christian 
and otherwise, whose marriages were splitting apart after only a few years.

In addition, a relatively toxic atmosphere was developing in the church 
between the sexes. Each side pointed across the divide, blaming the other 
side for what was going wrong. The men seemed to have all the choices 
of partners but couldn’t commit to one relationship, while the women 
only wanted to be approached by the “right” guy and treated anyone they 
perceived as “wrong” with disdain. The likelihood of rejection made guys

Adjusting Our Vision
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reluctant to risk themselves by initiating relationships. Couples who sub
sequently split up found it difficult to be in church together, and so one or 
both would usually leave.

It was not a universally grim picture, of course. People were still getting 
together, and the church was an exciting place to be, both spiritually and 
socially. But we realized that the church’s discipleship needed to address this 
critical issue, or else we were just putting our heads in the sand. We were 
seeing a disconnect between people’s spiritual worlds and their Friday- and 
Saturday-night lives. They seemed to be getting their view of God from 
the church and their view of sex and relationships from popular culture.

We also saw that churches across the board were struggling to address 
this complex issue. It is, I believe, a critical challenge for the church, as this 
generation of young adults becomes ground zero in the sea change brought 
about by the modern world and its approach to intimate relationships. We, 
as the church, need to catch up. We must work to understand the needs 
of this generation as it deals with the brokenness and fragmentation of 
modern sexuality.

This recognition was the beginning of a journey for me, both in thought 
and in ministry, to explore and address some of these issues. There seemed 
to be courses and information available but not a lot of writing about how 
to approach this area in a way that might be transformational. Esther and 
I began by hosting a course focused on relationships— strictly for “non- 
marrieds,” which was loudly cheered when we announced it in church! The 
course struck a resonant chord within our community and attracted people 
from other churches, which confirmed to us the hunger that exists in this 
area of life. More recently, I have sought to understand and answer some 
key questions: What is it about our cultural moment that has led to such 
a complex dysfunction in sexual relationships? In what significant ways is 
our secular context shaping our sexuality? And, in response to this, what 
is the Christian vision of relationships, and how can Christian leaders give 
that vision power in people’s real lives? This book is an attempt to address 
these questions.

The importance of this area is confirmed to us almost every week. Re
cently, my wife and I spent an evening helping a couple prepare for their 
approaching marriage. Although both appeared to have a mature Christian 
faith, they described some weighty issues that they were struggling to come

Divine Sex
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to terms with. He had a long-standing addiction to online pornography, 
and they both were concerned about how this would affect their marriage. 
In addition, the bride-to-be had suddenly become uncertain whether she 
was attracted to her fiance at all. The previous week, we had met with 
three single friends, all eligible women in their late thirties. Each expressed 
a deep sadness about the fading reality of their long-held dreams to be 
married and have a family. The following night, our home-group meeting 
was dominated by conversation and prayer around issues of relational 
uncertainty and angst. In light of this widespread neurosis, what is the 
task at hand, and where do we start?

Come with me on a thought experiment for a moment. Let us assume 
for the sake of argument that the priority of Christian leaders and pas
tors is to encourage and bring about, by every means possible, the steady 
growth, maturity, and integrity of those in their care. Now let’s assume 
that these leaders are also able to categorize and prioritize the obstacles and 
challenges that these same disciples face in their normal lives. Perhaps they 
could loosely rank each issue on the basis of its frequency : for instance, 
“faced every day,” “once per week,” “once per month,” and so on. Perhaps 
they could further categorize each issue on the grounds of its severity, such 
as “ability to resist or resolve this issue from 1 to 10.” To complete our 
thought experiment, the leaders might rank how much time and attention 
they give to each issue within the teaching and discipleship of the church: 
for instance, “focus by the church from 1 to 10.”

Now it’s time for me to place my poorly concealed cards on the table. 
Surely we can affirm the assumptions described above: that the goal of Chris
tian leaders is indeed to pursue growing maturity within their churches, 
and that they can also understand and rank the issues that Christians are 
facing in their everyday experiences. My strong suspicion is that issues 
relating to sexuality and relationships, for young Christians in particular, 
would appear right at the top of these lists as the most frequent and the 
most severe. And yet these same issues would most likely rank near the 
bottom of our lists regarding the amount of focus we give these challenges 
within the church. Why is that? The answer is complex, but it demands 
our attention and a response.

The beginning of that answer lies in the fact that we are already deeply 
formed within our modern cultural context. These issues, we are told, are

Adjusting Our Vision
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“private,” to be left up to the conscience of each person acting in isolation. 
The core conviction of this book is that we can only get to the heart of these 
most important issues and address them effectively by means of a Christian 
conscience that is freed from the limitations of the modern imagination.

An old Irish joke tells how a tourist in the County of Cork asks a local 
man how to get to the big city of Dublin. “Ah,” responds the local man 
with a deeply furrowed brow, “I wouldn’t be starting from here.” There 
is a temptation in the context of discipleship to make the same mistake, 
to start with the question, “What is the Christian vision of sexuality and 
relationships?” and then move directly to the final question, “How do we 
live that out within our church communities?” Yet this practice avoids the 
most important aspect of contemporary formation. The question we must 
first address is contextual: “What is it about our cultural moment that 
makes the Christian vision of sexuality seem naive and unrealistic at best 
and downright repressive at worst, even to many young Christians? Why 
does the church’s view of sexuality, with all its ‘rules’ and ‘restrictions,’ 
fail to resonate with so many contemporary believers?”

Only once we have understood the nature of the present challenge can 
we fully answer the other two questions. Surely we need to know where 
we stand before we can plan our journey toward the place we want to be. 
If we think of our pastoral vocation as being akin to that of a spiritual 
physician, then we can see the importance of making an accurate and 
insightful diagnosis of the illness so that we can apply the gospel most 
effectively to the formative cause.

We must guard against two common mistakes in this complex arena. 
At one extreme, without a critical diagnosis we can too easily accept the 
way things are, simply absorbing our cultural understanding as our own 
worldview. The most compelling conviction in this regard is the idea that 
the quality of love between two people— whoever they are and whatever 
they do together— should be the only consideration when taking a rela
tionship into the sexual realm. Many Christians have no coherent way of 
countering this open-ended moral imperative. They either accept it as being 
self-evident or reject it by proof-texting Scripture.

At the other extreme, without a careful diagnosis of the issues, we 
can fall into the trap of rejecting all modern cultural norms. A common 
example is the modern quest for self-fulfillment. If we view this as purely
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self-centered and problematic, we will be tempted to discard it entirely. Yet 
the problem is not with self-fulfillment per se but rather with the fact that 
it has come to be placed above all other priorities. This impulse needs to 
be rebalanced within the other prerogatives of the Christian life: obedience 
to Jesus, patience in suffering, and self-giving agape love within the com
munity of faith. The temptation to reject modern culture in all its forms is 
like prescribing a broad-range antibiotic to treat a specific infection. The 
patient may be healed, but her immune system will be greatly weakened.

The Formative Power of Context

One of the most influential legacies of modern politics and philosophy is 
the conviction that personal identity is premised on the individual’s freedom 
to choose his or her own source of meaning and form of life, largely free 
from outside influences. This conviction has seeped so deeply into Western 
consciousness that it has become part of the religious landscape. Many 
Christians, for instance, believe they can simply build their self-identity 
entirely on Scripture over against, and parallel to, secular culture. Such 
confidence is deceptive. American sociologist Robert Wuthnow observes, 
“The basic premise of social science research is that religion is embedded 
in a social environment and is thus influenced by this environment,” so 
that “broad social trends do define how people think about themselves.”2 
James K. A. Smith further suggests that pervasive “secular liturgies”— our 
regular cultural practices, such as going to the mall or the movies— rep
resent the “affective dynamics of cultural formation,” which are shaping 
the identities of everyone who lives within Western culture, Christians 
and non-Christians alike.3 Such secular liturgies, Smith argues, represent 
a powerful ra/sformation of the self that undermines the gospel.4

Charles Taylor describes this “cultural formation” of the self using the 
notion of the “modern social imaginary.”5 It represents the sum total of

2. Robert Wuthnow, After the Baby Boomers: H ow  Twenty- and Thirty-Somethings Are 
Shaping the Future o f  American Religion  (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2007), 20.

3. Jam es I<. A. Smith, Desiring the Kingdom: Worship, Worldview, and Cultural Form a
tion (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2009), 88.

4. Ibid.
5. Charles Taylor, M odern Social Im aginaries (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 

2004), 23-30.
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how we collectively imagine our social life in the Western world, including 
our economy, community, family, intimate relationships, environment, and 
politics. For most of us, this social imaginary is not primarily expressed 
or received as a collection of intellectual ideas or beliefs but is carried in 
“images, stories, and legends” that embed themselves deep within our 
consciousness and practices.6 Through this process of cultural formation, 
the modern world’s conception of the human self makes it difficult to 
imagine alternative ways of seeing and being in the world. This view, as 
Taylor says, has “come to count as the taken-for-granted shape of things, 
too obvious to mention.”7 The problem is that this modern self is not well 
equipped for sexual fidelity and committed relationships.8

Christians are not immune to this problem. Wuthnow points out that 
certain trends in American society have influenced religious groups, in
cluding young evangelicals, particularly in the areas of premarital sex, 
delayed marriage, and divorce.9 While religious beliefs strongly shape young 
people’s attitudes toward sex, relationships, and marriage, Wuthnow sug
gests that there is a significant gap between what evangelicals believe and 
what they do  in this area. For instance, while young American evangelicals 
have become more likely over the last generation to say that premarital 
sex is “always wrong,” fully 69 percent of unmarried evangelicals in this 
group said they have had sex with at least one partner during the previous 
twelve months.10 The hugely influential “abstinence pledge” among young 
people in the United States has had muted success in changing the sexual 
behavior of young Christians.11 We are also told that one in two Christian 
marriages in America will now end in divorce. By some measures, this is 
higher than the national average.

6. Ibid., 23.
7. Ibid., 29.
8. Robert N. Bellah et al., H abits o f  the H eart: Individualism  and C om m itm ent in 

American Life (Berkeley: University o f California Press, 1996).
9. Wuthnow, After the Baby Boom ers, 20.
10. Ibid., 139-40.
11. M ark Regnerus sums up this phenomenon: “W hile religion certainly influences the 

sexual decision-making of many adolescents, it infrequently motivates the actions of religious 
youth. In other words, religious teens do not often make sexual decisions for religious reasons. 
The ones who articulate religious reasons and act in step with their stated beliefs are the 
exception, not the rule. M ost religious adolescents remain influenced by their faith tradition 
and practices, but not motivated by them .” See M ark D. Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit: Sex and 
Religion in the Lives o f  American Teenagers (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007), 184.
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During the relationships course we led at our church, nearly five hun
dred attendees responded to an anonymous survey that asked a number of 
questions concerning issues of sexuality. In matters of pornography and sex 
before marriage, among others, it was difficult to tell whether the survey had 
been conducted within a church context or in a purely secular one. This is 
a crisis needing attention. Whichever way you slice and interpret the social 
data, experience confirms that the church has a genuine problem. Something 
in our approach to discipleship is not getting to the heart of things.

Although a number of influential Christian leaders have addressed is
sues relating to sexuality, the church has often struggled to perceive and 
effectively come to terms with the significant m/sformation of the self that 
occurs within the (post)modern world. The common approach of teaching 
people to live according to Scripture, without giving due attention to the 
formative influence of our cultural context, unwittingly and ironically suc
cumbs to the modern illusion that we can choose our own reality, largely 
free from external influences. This myopic approach to cultural formation 
runs the risk of incorporating secular assumptions about human identity 
into our models of discipleship. Although this may be unintentional, it 
undermines the formation of mature Christians who are able to sustain 
sexual practices that are faithful to the Christian vision of life. Basically, our 
inability to perceive the influence of cultural m/sformation is undermining 
the power of the Christian gospel to guide and form people so they can 
walk its pathway to sexual maturity.

Christian leaders tend to use the Bible as their exclusive source for fram
ing Christian speaking and living. Yet only through a kind of “thick descrip
tion” of our present circumstances, being attentive to both the world and 
the church, can we deeply understand the hope of the gospel in redefining 
and reforming the self within our complex times.12 Understanding the nature 
of the modern self has enormous significance for spiritual leaders because 
it cuts to the heart of Christian identity and mission within our culture. Is 
Christian identity being formed by the church, or is it being formed by the 
culture at large? Only by getting to the root of this issue can we effectively 
pursue the task of allowing God to reshape people in the gospel.

12. James K. A. Smith, series editor’s foreword to Graham Ward, The Politics o f  Disciple
ship: Becoming Postmaterial Citizens (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2009), 12.
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Adjusting Our Vision

When my grandparents were in their eighties, their television developed a 
fault that made the screen permanently bright green. It was good for viewing 
garden shows or nature programs, but it was pretty disconcerting the rest 
of the time. Being a thrifty Scotsman, my grandfather never got it fixed! 
Although it’s tempting to caricature culture’s influence on us in this way, its 
effects tend to be more subtle. Culture gradually adjusts our vision, rather 
than completely changing it. When you cover one eye, for instance, you 
still can see everything clearly, but your depth perception is compromised. 
Basically, you no longer see in 3-D. Our cultural context works in a similar 
way. It is a lens through which we view life, shading and adjusting how we 
see things. And yet, because we tend to look through it rather than at it, 
we are often unaware that this cultural lens is affecting our vision at all.

Modern culture has this sort of influence on our way of seeing life. If 
Christian vision involves seeing with two eyes— one divine and the other 
human— modern culture covers one eye so that we begin to see only from 
the human perspective. In essence, it compromises our spiritual depth 
perception and tempts us to become the center of gravity of our own lives. 
One of the critical roles of Christian leaders, including parents, is to be 
guardians of the lens. We need to attend to the lens because Scripture calls 
us to see with new eyes, from the perspective of eternity. Consequently, this 
book is an attempt to describe the significant ways in which our cultural 
lens is shaping our identity and relationships and how we can refocus the 
church’s vision through the lens of the gospel.

Making Disciples as Our Core Priority

Like the early church, we need to nurture a passion for making disciples 
who reflect the image of our Master and stand distinct from the world 
around them. Genuine and tangible personal change is not only possible; 
it is an imperative of the gospel. Indeed, the priority of Paul’s ministry was 
to present his congregations at Christ’s return as mature communities of 
disciples— without “blemish.”13 This is not the defeatist language of “sin

13. Eph. 5:27; Col. 1:22.
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ners saved”; it is an energetic expectation that these communities would 
truly become temples of the Holy Spirit and living epistles of the message 
to those around them.14 Paul was more of a tent-making discipler than a 
tent-meeting evangelist. He spent much of his time teaching and mentoring 
his converts in the way of life appropriate to the new community of Christ.

Attending to people’s sexual and relational lives is a critical part of 
this journey of discipleship because we are connectional beings. As Mark 
Regnerus and Jeremy Uecker say, “Relationships are a large playing field 
upon which other life contests and struggles get worked out.”15 Focusing on 
discipleship in the area of relationships, then, is not just about checking a 
box in a program of spiritual formation or helping Christians to live hap
pier lives. It is important precisely because the whole purpose and target 
of the gospel is reconciled relationships. Good relationships within the 
community of faith are about living into our future destiny now. Romantic 
relationships are an important area of focus because in these relationships 
we are called to commit ourselves most fully and sacrificially— and yet it 
is here where we run into such trouble. We cannot afford to let sexual and 
relational formation remain a secondary concern within the church, one 
that we deal with in the occasional sermon or specialist course. Sustaining 
faithful relationships and encouraging the ability to live disciplined sexual 
lives may be one of the most influential missional tasks of the contemporary 
church as we witness to the kingdom of God in the midst of a sexually 
confused and relationally fatalistic culture. This should make equipping 
men and women to live whole and healed lives in the area of sexuality and 
relationships a key priority and passion for Christian leaders.

The basic conviction of this book is that Christian faith and secular 
culture exist in complex interrelationship. This creates both challenges 
and opportunities for discipleship. The first part of the book considers the 
following questions: What is the modern self, and how does it approach 
sexual relationships? How has our cultural moment shaped what we think 
and do in this area? Having identified the signs of the times and their 
influence, the second part will propose an alternative Christian vision of 
personal identity as the basis for a practical model of formation, one that 
integrates issues relating to sexuality and relationships.

14. 2 Cor. 3 :1 -3 .
15. Regnerus and Uecker, Premarital Sex, 138.
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Seeking the Truth Within
Love, Sex, and Relationships within 

the Culture o f  Authenticity

During my years working in corporate finance in London, a friend and 
colleague used to have vivid and often comic dreams, which he would 
recount over lunch at the office. One of the most poignant involved him 
cycling through central London on his daily commute. As he stopped at a 
red light, the crosswalk became a parade of every woman in the city. The 
premise, he explained to us, was that he could choose any one of four 
million women for a relationship. The bind, of course, was that having so 
many options made any choice impossible.

Sadly, this dream summed up my friend’s real-life vision of relation
ships. Although he had been in a long-term relationship and was already 
a father, his imagination was captured by that parade of infinite choice. 
The idea that there might be someone “better” out there, perhaps just 
around the next corner, put an impossible strain on his relationship. It 
eventually crumbled.
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M apping the M odern Sexual Imaginary

Unfortunately, this is the reality for vast numbers of relationships within 
our modern culture. Captured by the tantalizing idea that personal integrity 
calls for freedom and ongoing choice, people see commitment as a barrier 
to achieving that freedom. Tragically, many within the church have also 
been captivated by the romantic myth and its promise of a perfect “soul 
mate” somewhere out there.

This popular mentality arises from the recent movement of the “culture 
of authenticity” into mainstream society. Modern authenticity encourages 
us to create our own beliefs and morality, the only rule being that they 
must resonate with who we feel we really are. The worst thing we can do 
is to conform to some moral code that is imposed on us from outside— by 
society, our parents, the church, or whoever else.1 It is deemed to be self- 
evident that any such imposition would undermine our unique identity.

Ultimately, this form of expressive individualism, with each person doing 
his or her own thing, leads to a form of soft moral relativism: we should not 
criticize each other’s “values” because each person’s right is to live as they 
wish. The only sin we cannot tolerate is intolerance.2 This expressivist revolu
tion became a mass phenomenon through the cultural and sexual revolutions 
of the 1960s and has come to focus, in particular, on issues of sexuality. Since 
then, there has been a progressive movement to further encourage sexual 
freedom, aided by the courts’ increasing protection of our “privacy.” As the 
Canadian prime minister said in reforming the country’s criminal code in 
the 1970s, “The State has no business in the bedrooms of the nation.”3 For 
many Christians this has translated into the idea that the church has no busi
ness in the bedrooms of believers. The authentic self believes that personal 
meaning must be found within ourselves or must at least resonate with our 
one-of-a-kind personality. We must, as we often hear, “be true to ourselves.”

The modern authentic self is also romantic. It focuses on feeling, sen
suality, and intuition as the deepest and most important parts of human 
identity, the places where we experience real meaning. As a result, in our 
quest for authenticity we prioritize intimate relationships as the place where

1. Charles Taylor, A Secular Age (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University 
Press, 2007), 475.

2. Ibid., 484.
3. Ibid., 485. Taylor notes that in almost all Western societies during the 1970s, the legal 

privatization of our sexual lives occurred through the legalization of abortion, divorce 
reform, authorization of pornographic films, and so on.
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we can most fully express and actualize ourselves. We must not settle for 
anything less than complete emotional happiness and sexual satisfaction. 
All this is commonly expressed in the language of personal “health” and 
“wholeness.” Almost everything we read in the popular press about sexual
ity rehearses this conviction that a relationship can and should be powered 
by romantic feelings and sexual experiences alone. If the mood changes 
or our sex lives become less than thrilling, then our emotional integrity 
requires us to give the relationship a decent burial. Indeed, why settle for 
less when the crosswalk of infinite choice beckons? Worse still, if we stay 
together in the face of this romantic eclipse, then our children, if we have 
them, will be polluted by our hypocrisy. It is really in their best interests 
that we should move on to new things.

In his significant study of the moral and spiritual lives of “emerging 
adults,” identified as 18- to 23-year-olds, sociologist Christian Smith ob
served the vague moral relativism of modern authenticity at work among 
non- or semi-religious young Americans. They tended to emphasize personal 
emotion as the main way to discern the truth without any real conviction 
that there is an identifiable and objective reality relevant to everyone. One 
interviewee’s response is typical of this vague approach to moral reasoning:

M orality is how I feel too , because in my heart, I could feel it. You could feel 

w hat’s right or w rong in your heart as well as your mind. M o st o f the time,

I always felt, I feel it in my heart, and it makes it easier for me to morally 

decide w hat’s right and wrong. Because if I feel about doing som ething, I’m 

going to feel it in my heart. And if it feels good, then I ’m going to do it .4

Smith suggests that this popular version of morality was most often de
scribed by those he interviewed as “karma”— their general idea that the 
good and bad things they do will be paid back during this life, often ex
pressed as “what goes around comes around.”

So how did this combination of authenticity and romanticism, known 
as expressive individualism , become so important within our culture, and 
how does it influence our relationships? How, in other words, did our 
emotional intuition become our primary arbiter of truth?

4. Christian Smith with Patricia Snell, Souls in Transition: The Religious and Spiritual 
Lives o f  Emerging Adults (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009), 51.
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The Culture of Authenticity

The strong tradition of individualism in the Western world, and espe
cially in North America, has led to placing personal freedom at the core 
of personal identity. The “American Renaissance” among poets like Walt 
Whitman focused on self-exploration and personal expression, especially 
of the soul and sensuality, as the way to find genuine meaning and make 
sense of life. Within this culture of expressive individualism, each person 
seeks his or her own unique core of feeling and intuition. Although this 
is an individual journey, it is possible to join together with others through 
intuitive feeling, and so relationships can become part of this quest for 
personal authenticity. Despite the importance of relationships, the focus 
and priority is always the journey of each individual self.

Although this way of thinking had its genesis among cultural elites—  
poets, artists, and intellectuals— over the course of the twentieth century 
it became mainstream, and it is now one of the dominant ways by which 
we see ourselves. This culture of expressive individualism has become the 
moral wallpaper of the modern world.

Touching the Void: Personal Transcendence as the 
New Religion

The American philosopher William James was a cultural prophet speak
ing at the cusp of this major change, and his voice sounds surprisingly 
contemporary and resonant. In 1900, writing about what he called “true 
religion,” James summed up the coming culture of authenticity.5 At the 
time of his writing, there still was a popular conviction that certain moral 
ideas provided the building blocks for our lives and communities. Sex, for 
instance, was seen as essential for sustaining marital intimacy and produc
ing children, and so it needed to be kept within marriage. Marriage, for its 
part, created a stable environment in which children could best be raised, 
both for their sakes and for that of society. This gave marriage a position 
of privilege, so that it needed to be encouraged and protected as a lasting 
partnership. Not everyone played by these rules and not all marriages were

5. See Charles Taylor, Varieties o f  Religion Today: William Jam es Revisited  (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 2002).

3 2



S eeking the Truth Within

happy, of course, but there was a general belief that these fundamental, 
unquestioned realities were handed down by the church for the good of 
society. This stance informed people’s sexual lives, with the result that they 
entered into marriages and had children not just for their own fulfillment 
but also for the sake of the wider community.

Speaking into those times, James wanted to preserve true religion by 
drawing a stark contrast between “primary religious experience,” which he 
described as the powerful spiritual intuitions and experiences of individu
als, and “secondary religion,” the weak secondhand faith received from 
the church and its traditions. For James, true religion was the cornerstone 
of personal identity and could only be found in “primary religious experi
ence,” which he described in highly individualistic and subjective terms 
as “the feelings, acts and experiences of individual men in their solitude, 
so far as they apprehend themselves to stand in relation to whatever they 
may consider to be the divine.”6

James argued that our strong personal feelings and spiritual intuitions 
are most important in shaping who we are and how we live.7 This important 
move sets us free from traditional sources of authority such as the church, 
our family, or wider society, which had previously told us what to think and 
how to live our lives. The key, according to James, is to be guided by our 
own moral intuitions and aesthetic values: what seems best to us, without 
too much regard for other people’s views.

Although James still linked spirituality to an experience of transcendence, 
he saw this as purely personal and emotional, and so he opened up the way 
for people to find transcendence within themselves rather than in something 
above and beyond them, such as God. This new perspective created an infinite 
spectrum of personal creeds, both within Christianity and in combination 
with other religions. Indeed, James turned out to be a strangely accurate 
cultural prophet, summing up the spiritual Zeitgeist of our times. It has 
become completely natural to put together a personal mash-up of different 
beliefs— to combine Catholicism with Buddhism, to be a “Hinjew” or an 
evangelical who doesn’t do church. Within our “mosaic” culture, religion, 
faith, and spirituality have truly become what we make them. In our culture

6. W illiam Jam es, The "Varieties o f  Religious E xperience: A Study in Hum an Nature 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012).

7. Taylor, Varieties o f  Religion, 7.
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and churches today, James’s vision has become thoroughly mainstream. As 
Charles Taylor observes: “For many people today, to set aside their own path 
in order to conform to some external authority just doesn’t seem comprehen
sible as a form of spiritual life. The injunction is, in the words of a speaker 
at a New Age festival: ‘Only accept what rings true to your own inner Self.’”8

This vision creates significant challenges for churches, particularly in 
relation to people’s sexual lives. If spirituality is no longer intrinsically 
connected to the church and Scripture, then we are tempted to customize 
our entire way of life.9 Whereas the traditional Christian conviction is that 
Scripture is our primary text, so that we seek to interpret and align our lives 
with its truth, our culture of authenticity has reversed this dynamic. Within 
the modern mind-set, our lives and personal experiences have become the 
primary text; we seek to interpret and align Scripture in accordance with 
this truth. Indeed, the influence of authenticity is clearly demonstrated by 
the way in which biblical teaching on every aspect of sexuality has been 
disciplined, chastised, and reinterpreted in recent times. In this critical area 
it seems that Scripture cannot be allowed to contradict our deepest impulses.

Living within the age of authenticity, then, we can make whatever we 
want of our spiritual experience and moral convictions. We may not even 
need to be part of a church; technology encourages us to personalize our 
religious experience, podcast our favorite speakers, plug in a suitable solo 
worship experience, and attend church simply for the social interaction 
and romantic prospects. If things don’t turn out well, we can always find 
a new place to worship in the competitive spiritual marketplace.

Authenticity and Sex

Just as we customize our religious experience, we are tempted to per
sonalize our sexual choices without too much regard for Scripture or the 
views of our spiritual leaders. So how did this happen? Clearly, sexual rela
tionships have become a critical part of modern identity and an important 
way in which we express ourselves.10 Sexuality and intimate relationships

8. Taylor, Secular Age, 489.
9. Ibid., 102.
10. Ibid. See also Charles Taylor, “Sex and Christianity: How Has the M oral Landscape 

Changed?,” Com m onw eal 134 (2007): 12-18.
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are front and center in our quest for personal authenticity. An important 
early influence in this development was the Protestant Reformers’ affirma
tion of ordinary life, particularly work and family, as the most important 
places where we are called to serve God. The Reformers wanted to connect 
the individual believer directly to God, and so they rejected much of the 
mediating role of the church, including its sacred times and spaces, as well 
as its “higher” vocations such as monastic celibacy.

Reflecting God’s affirmation of all creation as good  per Genesis 1, the 
Reformers’ theology formed the critical foundation for the modern focus 
on ordinary life as the place where we find meaning.11 This “sanctification 
of the ordinary” allowed ordinary believers to serve God by participat
ing in the redemption of every part of his creation and to serve others by 
working for the common good— that is, raising children and providing a 
stable platform for society. The mutual comfort that marriage provided 
included sex, which gave sexual pleasure a positive role, although its main 
purpose remained having children. “Unnatural” sexual acts were defined 
as those that did not serve this purpose.

Later on, the Victorians emphasized the importance of sex on the basis 
of different grounds. Sex was still described in Christian terms, but sexual 
ethics came to be justified in terms of science, so that medical experts’ 
pronouncements were given as much authority regarding God’s will in this 
area as those of Christian leaders. Whereas the world had previously been 
thought of as part of a cosmos connected to and sustained by God, it came 
to be seen as a divinely ordered machine. God’s will for humanity came to 
be understood as the maximization of human happiness, discerned through 
pleasure and pain according to the design of nature. Scientists as well as 
ministers could now discern God’s will from this design rather than from 
the character of God as most clearly revealed in Scripture.12 This opened 
the way for sexual ethics to be naturalized, or medicalized, without any 
sense of conflict with Christian faith.

But the underlying assumptions had radically changed from earlier ap
proaches. Whereas the Reformers believed that we could only live good sex
ual lives via God’s radical grace and a journey of spiritual transformation,

11. Taylor, Secular Age, 218.
12. Taylor, “Sex and Christianity.”
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the medicalized view saw sexual health as being available to everyone as 
part of everyday experience. The identification of virtue/sanctity with 
“health” provided the key justification for modern sexuality to develop along 
independent lines. It remains an influential idea today, as demonstrated by 
most sex-education programs.

At the beginning of the twentieth century, social science began to break 
its alliance with religion. Thinkers such as Freud saw sexual gratification 
either as a good in itself or at least as an unstoppable force. Freud birthed 
a lasting legacy by ascribing medicinal power to sexual expression, mak
ing it a potential cure for a host of dysfunctions and pathologies. These 
developments led to increasing sexual freedom and exploration in the 1920s. 
Whereas marriage, family, and work had been seen as spiritual “vocations” 
in which people engaged for the sake of God’s kingdom and the good of 
society, sex and relationships soon became central fulfillments in their own 
right. For many, they became things to be pursued for their own sake, ends 
in themselves rather than means to greater ends. This shift placed sexual 
relationships right at the heart of modern identity. They became the sun 
around which everything else revolved.

Sex was no longer something we chose to engage in or abstain from 
but was now a natural force that was either embraced or denied, leading 
to either health/wholeness or a repressed/diseased self. This sexualization 
of personal identity involved the bringing together of desire, morality, and 
a sense of integrity. The coming out of several influential homosexuals 
during this time highlighted the change in perspective.13 The shift was 
not just about putting aside a false mask but also involved recognizing 
that the disguise was a wrong that had been committed against the indi
vidual and must be thrown off for the individual’s own sake and for the 
good of society. Integrity came to be about discovering one’s personal 
identity, particularly in terms of sexuality, and expressing that freely and 
confidently.14

All these developments came to full expression in the cultural and sexual 
revolutions of the 1960s. A whole set of social and philosophical dynamics 
combined to create a societal powder keg. This included new social factors

13. Taylor, Secular Age, 475.
1 4 .Ibid.
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such as women in the workforce and contraception, combined with a chang
ing moral landscape and a growing desire among young people to throw 
off the stifling conformity of their parents’ generation. Although it is often 
characterized as an outbreak of hedonism, the sexual revolution was also 
shaped by core convictions that placed it squarely within the culture of 
authenticity. Four moral changes took place among young people especially: 
the resurgence of the idea of sex as a good in itself (witness Freud); the 
new ideal in which men and women would come together in sex as equal 
partners free of gender roles; a widespread view of sex as liberation from 
authority; and a new insistence that sexuality was a core part of individual 
identity.15 Several generations later, we still live with the powerful legacy of 
this revolution. Our society generally believes that “being true to ourselves,” 
especially in our sexual lives, is critical to living full and happy lives. Much 
of this is taken for granted and goes unquestioned.

Within the church, however, we profess to live according to a different 
script. Yet if this social environment and its distinctive vision of sexual 
integrity forms the moral wallpaper of our lives, how does that impact 
our relationships?

Implications for Sexuality and Relationships

Living in the age of authenticity has placed heavy burdens on intimate 
relationships and has left couples striving to build security and meaning on 
its hopelessly weak foundations. Because of our culture’s move away from 
transcendence, or a belief in God as the source of reality, we have come to 
place the full weight of our personal identity on ordinary life— our ma
terial, here-and-now existence. Rather than becoming free and expansive, 
our relationships have become narrow and constrained, having no purpose 
beyond themselves. This exclusive focus has seismically destabilized them 
in two ways: (1) the burden they bear becomes overwhelming because of 
the expectation that all of our psychological, emotional, material, and 
sexual needs will be met by one remarkable soul mate; and (2) the very 
bond we crave is undermined by the inwardly focused nature of the “au
thentic” self. We do not so much give ourselves to a relationship as expect 
the relationship to give to us.

15. Ibid., 502.
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Our most intimate relationships are looked to by each partner as a pri
mary source of happiness and self-actualization, measured in the narrow 
terms of personal gratification. Am 1 getting what I need from this relation
ship? Does it m ake me happy? Do the benefits to me outweigh the costs? 
The assumption is that a relationship may last until death if it continues 
to fulfill each person, but to make a lifelong commitment at the beginning 
makes no sense.16 The cruel irony is that contemporary men and women 
view intimate relationships as essential to their personal identity, but they 
struggle to commit themselves fully to these same relationships. The reality 
is that our identities cannot be built on this inadequate notion of fundamen
tally tentative relationships.17 We can only find genuine personal meaning 
by making strong commitments beyond ourselves.18 Because relationships 
are no longer seen from a transcendent perspective, they are divorced from 
any greater purpose than one’s own personal happiness and intimacy.

Traditionally, marriage was based on Aristotle’s three characteristics 
of friendship— affection, mutual benefit, and shared commitment to the 
common good. Modern culture emphasizes the first two aspects but makes 
the third— shared commitment to the common good— irrelevant or even 
threatening.19 Yet for the traditional church, as for Aristotle, this commit
ment to something bigger than the relationship itself enabled marriages to 
last through the vagaries of life and love and so provided the foundation 
for strong families, church communities, and a good society.20

Unfortunately, many modern Christians have been deeply formed within 
the surrounding culture, so that they have also come to see their relation
ships and marriages in purely individualistic terms. Their marriages are 
perceived as solely for their own benefit rather than existing also for the 
sake of the church and its witness in the world. It is no wonder, then, that 
Christian relationships are often not clearly distinguishable from those in 
the culture at large.

16. Charles Taylor, The M alaise o f  M odernity  (Concord, ON: Anansi, 2001), 43.
17. This disturbing trend is compellingly demonstrated by the increasing rates of co

habitation among contemporary 20- and 30-year-olds, despite overwhelming evidence that 
this model undermines the longevity of such relationships. See M . D. Bramlett and W. D. 
M osher, “Cohabitation, M arriage, Divorce, and Remarriage in the United States,” Vital 
and Health Statistics 23, no. 22 (July 2002): 1-93.

18. Taylor, M alaise o f  M odernity , 40.
19. Ibid., 115.
2 0 . Ibid.
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For instance, although the rates of divorce among American evangelicals 
have been consistently lower than the national average on most measures, 
evangelicals still track with the general cultural trend. The proportion of 
divorced or separated evangelicals almost doubled from the 1970s to the 
2000s, from 25 percent to 46 percent— which is below the national average 
but hardly a victory for the distinctive witness of the church.21

The Problem o f  Desire: The Distraction o f  Attraction

Along with these issues, we need to understand the inner workings of 
our culture’s quest for romantic authenticity. When we unchain sexual and 
emotional desires from greater commitments, we find something within 
ourselves that is more unstable and complex than we imagined. Especially 
in relation to sexual attraction, we can find ourselves pulled in many direc
tions at once.

Anthropologist Helen Fisher observes that romantic love has been an 
essential part of every civilization we know of. She describes the dynamics 
of falling in love in compelling terms:

Rom antic love is an addiction: a perfectly wonderful addiction when it’s going 

well, and a perfectly horrible addiction when it ’s going poorly. . . . Rom antic 

love is an obsession. It possesses you. You lose your sense o f self. You can’t 

stop thinking about another human being. . . . T he main characteristics of 

rom antic love are craving: an intense craving to be with a particular person, 

not just sexually, but emotionally.22

Fisher describes three different “brain systems,” or stages of attach
ment, within intimate relationships. These are (1) the obsession of early 
romantic love, (2) sexual intimacy, and (3) deep emotional attachment. To 
better understand how these stages affect us, Fisher interviewed people at

21. Bradley Wright, Christians Are Hate-Filled H ypocrites . . . and Other Lies You’ve 
Been Told: A Sociologist Shatters Myths from  the Secular and Christian M edia (Minneapolis: 
Bethany House, 2010), 135.

22. Helen Fisher, “Why We Love, Why We C heat,” TED Talks , February 2006, http:// 
www.ted.com/talks/helen_fisher_tells_us_why_we_love_cheat.html. See also Helen Fisher, 
“Broken Hearts: The Nature and Risks of Rom antic Rejection,” in R om ance and Sex in 
A dolescence and Emerging A dulthood: Risks and Opportunities, ed. Ann C. Crouter and 
Alan Booth (Mahwah, N J: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 2006), 3 -28 .
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various stages of a relationship while taking functional M RI brain scans. 
The first phase, essentially infatuation, has a surprisingly powerful influence 
on the brain. She found that “falling for someone” impacts the same brain 
centers as cocaine, and with similar intensity. This area is the “motor” of 
the mind, associated with basic drives such as wanting, motivation, hunger, 
craving, and focus. It works beneath the regions that deal with cognitive 
thinking and emotion. Romantic love, it turns out, is a powerful drug that 
connects with our basic drives.

But infatuation has a short natural life cycle. Like the boosters on the 
space shuttle, it burns bright for a time and then falls away. This explains 
why we feel so “alive” in this early romantic stage and why people make 
such significant sacrifices— of careers, reputations, and existing relation
ships— in obedience to these feelings. The infatuation drug is so strong, 
Fisher explains, that anything associated with the object of our affection 
will seem to glow— his car in a crowded parking lot or her sweater hanging 
over a chair. It explains why the grass seems greener when we “fall in love.”

The second stage Fisher describes is the bonding experience of sexual 
intimacy. Besides the spiritual-emotional attachment that develops during 
these encounters, a strong physiological attachment also occurs. This, she 
says, is why there is no such thing as “casual sex.” Sexual climax releases 
a rush of certain neurotransmitters and hormones. The neurotransmitter 
dopamine intensifies the sensation of romantic love, while the hormones 
oxytocin and vasopressin deepen our emotional attachment to the other 
person. Oxytocin is also released when a mother breastfeeds a baby, which 
bonds mother to child. As Fisher explains, this is partly why we can expe
rience such a strong sense of cosmic union with somebody after making 
love with them.23

The final phase of relational attachment is the deep sense of peace, 
warmth, and security we can feel with a long-term partner. This is the con
solidation phase of a relationship, wherein the bond is deepened through 
emotionally warm experiences such as sharing a walk along the beach or 
watching a movie together.

Neuroscience obviously can only take us so far, but it does shine a light 
on the power of these three “brain systems” in consolidating a relationship,

23. Fisher, “Why We Love, Why We Cheat.”
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as well as on an essential problem with our culture of authenticity. Fisher 
points out that these three stages can be held together and become self
reinforcing if we so choose, but they can also move in different directions 
if we allow them to. We can find ourselves in the painful position of feeling 
a deep attachment to our spouse while longing for someone else. Believ
ing that we must be true to ourselves, especially our strongest feelings, 
increases our vulnerability to the infatuation cycle, which can pull us in 
ever-new directions.

Fisher is surely right in saying that romantic love is one of the most ad
dictive substances we can experience. Indeed, faced with the choice between 
an existing relationship and a fresh romantic attachment, the latter will 
always feel the most real while it burns brightly. But these natural stages 
of love also show us how the Christian vision of committed relationships 
works itself out in our lives. Infatuation is a divine gift that helps us to find 
and commit to a potential partner, and it can act like a pathfinder in the 
dense forest of potential partners. But it is not infallible, and if we fail to 
“guard our affections”— in the words of Proverbs— then infatuation can 
become distorted and attached to the wrong person. We need to exercise 
caution and discernment in weighing our affections for someone before 
these feelings become fully engaged.

Once we have navigated the complexities of this first stage in a relation
ship, we can also see the power of intentional love for building deep and 
resilient marriages. The other two stages of attachment— sexual and emo
tional bonding— act like glue that seeps ever deeper into the fabric of a 
relationship, working out the commitment to progressively become “one 
flesh.” At the same time, we need to recognize the importance of guarding 
these dynamics from becoming detached from this exclusive context. A new 
attachment, even one that may seem like an innocent infatuation, will eat 
away at that exclusive bond. Love, it turns out, is both a feeling and a choice.

A few years ago I met with a friend for lunch, during which he explained 
that he had made a terrible mistake. A year previously he had started 
taking the occasional coffee break with his secretary, and over time these 
catch-ups had become more frequent. Although he hadn’t noticed at the 
time, a mutual attraction had started to develop. Sadly, this culminated in 
a night in a hotel together after a party at their law firm. His wife, who 
was pregnant at the time, eventually discovered the truth. This, of course,
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had a devastating impact on their marriage. As my friend explained all 
this, his demeanor was one of deep sadness and regret. He would have 
done anything to go back and avoid the chain of little decisions that led 
to such a moment of madness.

We often focus on the big decisions in our relationships, and yet it is 
the “little foxes that spoil the vines.”24 It was the small decisions that had 
softened my friend’s resilience. I believe one of the most important roles 
pastors have is teaching practical discernment in this area. Within our cul
ture of authenticity, a key pastoral concern is how to offer practical ways 
to safeguard Christian marriages and relationships. How do we envision 
practices and habits that help to foster fidelity rather than enslavement to 
the recurring cycle of infatuation?

Authentic Relationships in Practice

Caught between Intimacy and Autonomy

The two most influential characteristics of the modern self— radical 
individualism and expressive authenticity— create a perfect storm for re
lationships. One social observer argues that we should embrace new ideas 
regarding romance and family and relinquish traditional marriage as so
ciety’s highest ideal.25 She reflects on her personal experience of pursuing 
a career straight out of college rather than settling down with one of the 
many eligible men she met there as a student. Now in her thirties and 
unable to find a suitable man in a greatly diminished pool, she reflects 
on why she ended so many relationships in her twenties with perfectly 
“marry-able” men.

As a typical example, at twenty-eight she ended a three-year relationship 
for no good reason. Her friends were bewildered, and so was she. She says, 
“To account for my behavior, all I had were two intangible yet undeni
able convictions: something was missing; I wasn’t ready to settle down.” 
Ten years later she concludes, “The decision to end a stable relationship 
for abstract rather than concrete reasons (‘something was missing’), I see

24. Song o f Sol. 2:15 (KJV).
25. Kate Bolick, “All the Single Ladies,” T he A tlantic , November 2011, http://www 

.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2011/11/all-the-single-ladies/308654/.
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now, is in keeping with a post-Boomer ideology that values emotional 
fulfillment above all else. The elevation of independence over coupling (‘I 
wasn’t ready to settle down’) is a second-wave feminist idea I’d acquired 
from my mother.”26 In other words, she found herself caught between the 
contradictory forces of intimacy and autonomy.

She observes that America has a high divorce rate compared with other 
Western countries because it combines a strong culture of marriage with an 
equally powerful commitment to individualism. This inevitably generates 
opposing tectonic forces, one propelling the popular desire to be married, 
the other tearing at those very relationships. Sadly, she, along with most 
secular commentators, suggests that this contradiction should be resolved 
by weakening our commitment to marriage. This vividly underlines our 
culture’s fatalism about the possibility of committed and sacrificial bonds 
between people. Yet we still place a high priority on finding “true love.” 
These contradictory forces create heightened expectations as well as deeper 
grief when a relationship inevitably unravels.

Caught between Fantasy and Fatalism

Indeed, for all the talk about career, most people ultimately measure 
fulfillment in life through their closest relationships. Although work may 
take up most of our time, most of us still long to share life with a kindred 
companion. Here again the contradictory forces of modern authenticity 
pull us in different directions. While we yearn for an intimate soul mate, 
we tend to hold that person at arm’s length, unsure whether he or she will 
continue to fulfill our needs for all time.

This quest for a perfect soul mate combines fantasy and fatalism and 
butts up against some hard realities. A 2012 study by a group of US-based 
psychologists concludes that “people with a strong belief in romantic 
destiny are especially likely to exit a romantic relationship when problems 
arise, even when they are involved in rewarding relationships.” It seems 
that believing in soul mates tends to lead to what the researchers call 
“romantic dysfunction.”27 This illusory quest for meaning in romantic

2 6 . Ibid.
27. Eli J. Finkel et al., “Online Dating: A Critical Analysis from the Perspective of Psycho

logical Science,” Psychological Science in the Public Interest 13, no. 1 (January 2012): 50. See
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fulfillment is difficult to address because it sits at the heart of so many 
modern relationships. Indeed, the vast majority of emerging adults— 94 
percent in one survey— want their marriage partner, first and foremost, 
to be a “soul mate.”28

This dynamic is exemplified in the phenomenon of the celebrity mar
riage. We see the stark reality of many modern relationships caricatured 
in the grandeur of the bold and the beautiful. Public fanfare or a small 
private ceremony in Maui tends to give way to separation after twelve long 
months of trying to make it work. If the fairy-tale wedding ceremony stands 
for the fantasy, the phrase “irreconcilable differences” as a rationale for 
ending the relationship stands for modern fatalism. There are, of course, 
legitimate reasons for relationships to break up— but are there really such 
things as irreconcilable differences? Notice how we have turned a dynamic 
verb into a static adjective. Rather than refusing to reconcile our differ
ences, we have turned these disagreements into fixed realities independent 
in themselves— irreconcilable differences— objects that exert a force on us 
as irresistible as gravity.

Far from being a unique category of relationships, celebrity marriages 
reveal the inner dynamics of our culture of authenticity and hold a mirror 
up to our own relationships. The divorce of supermodel Heidi Klum and 
the musician Seal provides a poignant example. Their separation was a 
shock to many because they had been married for seven years, had three 
biological children together, and had a well-known tradition of renewing 
their wedding vows every year. They were seen as a famous couple who 
had managed to navigate the pressures of celebrity marriage.

In part, what bolstered the image of their romantic staying power was 
their annual renewal of love. Yet what seemed to be their relationship’s great
est strength turned out to be its weakest point. By prioritizing emotional 
fervor and continuity as the critical hinge for sustaining their marriage, 
they undermined the very bond they were affirming. Rather than creating a 
covenant of commitment through thick and thin, they inadvertently turned 
their marriage into a rolling twelve-month contract with an annual right 
of renewal or, by implication, a right of cancellation.

also Kate Englehart, “True Loves: The Search Will Soon Be Mobile, Transparent and Constant,” 
M aclean’s, January 30, 2013, http://www.macleans.ca/society/life/true-loves/.

28. Regnerus and Uecker, Premarital Sex, 192.
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It is not, of course, that we should remove romance and sexual desire 
from our relationships. Quite the opposite. As Fisher’s theory of the “three 
brain systems” demonstrates, becoming “one flesh” is a holistic journey in 
which we give ourselves to each other in joyous and intentional communion. 
Romantic attraction, sexual intimacy, and emotional bonding are divine 
gifts that we need to pursue, encourage, and protect within marriage. And 
yet the one-dimensional nature of the romantic myth, which sees emotional 
force as a sufficient engine to carry all other aspects of the relationship, 
undermines the very thing it seeks to build.

The “Definitely M aybe” Approach to Commitment

The tension between autonomy and intimacy is most clearly evidenced 
in the trend toward cohabitation. Today, between 50 and 70 percent of 
American couples are cohabiting before or instead of marrying.29 Living 
together is now seen as the only mature way to begin an intimate rela
tionship while preserving one’s personal integrity. This is the “definitely 
maybe” approach, whereby covenant is replaced with “wait and see” and 
“try before you buy.” If intimate relationships were mortgages, we might 
call these sub-prime commitments. They are high-risk projects with little 
or no collateral security. Unfortunately, just like sub-prime mortgages, 
these relationships are designed to fail.

What is most startling about the trend of living together outside of 
marriage is that it is becoming increasingly popular, even though research 
shows overwhelmingly that cohabiting ultimately undermines relationships. 
Indeed, the evidence completely contradicts the popular belief that “testing” 
a relationship first is the best way to secure its future. As a path to mar
riage, cohabitation is extremely unreliable, with only one in five cohabiting 
relationships ending in marriage, and these figures are getting worse over 
time.30 Even in those cases where living together does subsequently lead to

29. Galena K. Rhoades, Scott M . Stanley, and Howard J . M arkm an, “Couples’ Reasons 
for Cohabitation: Associations with Individual Well-Being and Relationship Quality,” jou r
nal o f  Family Issues 30 (2009): 233-58 ; Sheela Kennedy and Larry Bumpass, “Cohabitation 
and Children’s Living Arrangements: New Estimates from the United States,” Demographic 
Research 19 (2008): 1663-92.

30. Robert Schoen, Nancy S. Landale, and Kimberly Daniels, “Family Transitions in 
Young Adulthood,” Demography 44 (2007): 807-24.
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marriage, cohabiting significantly increases the likelihood of an eventual 
divorce.31 Not surprisingly, serial cohabiters show radically higher rates of 
divorce in their subsequent marriages; women who cohabit multiple times 
before marrying divorce more than twice as frequently as those who live 
only with their future husband.32

The notion that sexual chemistry is critical to a long-term relationship 
has led to the “search theory,” which drives people to explore more sexual 
relationships in order to increase their chances of finding the “right” per
son (the soul mate). But research reveals the exact opposite. It shows that 
serial monogamy— that is, a string of consecutive sexual relationships—  
actually hinders eventual marital satisfaction, while sexual experience 
before marriage is a good indicator for an increased likelihood of infidelity 
within marriage. It turns out that “settling down” later is a nice idea but 
a challenging reality. As sociologists Mark Regnerus and Jeremy Uecker 
write, “Repetitive relationships— including repetitive experiences with 
cohabitation— don’t lead to better marital odds, they just lead to more 
sex.”33

Numerous research studies, including meta-analysis of those studies, 
show that men and women report the highest levels of satisfaction within 
marriage if they are married in their twenties— ages 20—27 for women 
and 23—27 for men. This stage of life for women coincides with their peak 
fertility, and so there seems to be a close fit— by design, you could say—  
between the best time to be married and to have a family.34 Yet in the face 
of this overwhelming evidence, Regnerus and Uecker observe that the vast 
majority of emerging adults in America are convinced that marrying in 
their twenties heightens the chance of divorce while cohabiting is the safest 
route to ensuring the resilience and longevity of a relationship.35

Embracing the Shifting Self

Another significant barrier to young adults in their twenties pursuing 
permanent relationships is the conviction that they will change over time

31. Regnerus and Uecker, Premarital Sex , 202.
32. Ibid.
33. Ibid., 191-92.
34. Ibid., 181.
35. Ibid., 204.
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as they discover their authentic personal identity. This narrative of insta
bility and dynamic change is considered both inevitable and impossible to 
navigate within a relationship. Regnerus and Uecker found this common 
perspective in their interviews with young adults. “What is clear, is that 
emerging adults expect to change what they think and feel and want as they 
move through college and their early adult years and that such change will 
move them from being who they are now— the product of their parents 
and peers'— to who they’ll become: their true selves.”36

Whereas Christianity views personal transformation as a necessary and 
reliable platform for relationships, the modern script of “authenticity” 
sees personal change as an inherent threat to relationships and vice versa. 
Young people often describe a dualism in how they see their lives across 
time. Their twenties are seen as the time for discovery and change, with 
their thirties the decade for stability and settling down: now is for “self,” 
and later is for “others.”37 It is a mystery, though, how this transition is 
meant to take place. It is akin to the Olympic hopeful who decides to leave 
training until the event itself.

Modern Authenticity within Christian 
Relationships

The culture of authenticity has indeed become the moral wallpaper of our 
lives, deeply shaping our personal identity, sexuality, and relationships. 
It affects our willingness to enter relationships as well as our ability to 
sustain them. Sadly, these trends have influenced our church communities 
as thoroughly as the secular culture. The “authentic” self, it turns out, is 
sitting in the sanctuary. We can see this among both single and married 
Christians.

Soul Mate Salvation

One of the most influential myths nourished by the culture of authenticity 
is that we will be “saved” or made complete when we meet the right-shaped

36. Ibid., 184.
37. Ibid., 185.
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soul, that perfectly complementary person who can fulfill all of our needs 
and desires. Like Morpheus in The Matrix we find ourselves asking, Is he 
or she “the on e”? Within the church we have tended to supercharge this 
fantasy by spiritualizing it, so that “the one” becomes the single human 
being that God has fashioned into perfect compatibility with all of our 
needs and longings. God is just waiting for the perfect moment to release 
this person into our lives, along with an associated relational epiphany just 
to make sure we don’t miss the moment.

The problem is that we are likely to experience a keen sense of frustra
tion and despair as this paragon fails to materialize. Some personality trait 
or quirk always mars our idealized image. Despite this reality, modern 
authenticity encourages us to search for Dante’s Beatrice: the perfect soul 
who can lead us into the beatific vision of the heavenly realm. This search, 
like my friend’s dream about the parade of infinite choice, locks us into 
a quest for a sanctuary that does not exist. Rather than focusing on the 
potential relationships standing in front of us, we keep our eyes focused 
on the elusive possibilities on the road ahead.

Our real experience reveals that the perfect image of “the one” is a chi
mera. In marriage, we discover that the person we exchanged vows with 
has been a mere host body for our projection of “the one,” who plainly 
left the building shortly after the wedding ceremony! It is not, of course, 
that God is not involved in our relational lives. Our loving Creator, who 
has numbered every hair on our heads, is intimately concerned with every 
part of our lives. We can trust his provision in our relationships as much as 
in any other area of life. The risk, however, is that, fueled by our culture’s 
obsession with “soul mates,” we can easily turn the Christian vision of 
love into a fantasy.

Toward the end of the first relationships course we led at our church, 
one of the speakers talked about the need to smash the idol of “the perfect 
partner.” At the end of her session, she asked everyone to close their eyes 
and invited those who knew they were clinging to this idol to stand up and 
receive prayer. We were amazed that in a crowd of around five hundred 
mostly 20- to 35-year-old singles, at least half stood up. We realized then 
the extent to which the elusive search for “the one” held a powerful grip 
over our collective imagination. It seems we have unwittingly sanctified the 
culture of authenticity, including its focus on soul mates.
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Emotional Authenticity as Our Moral Guide

A few years ago Christian friends of ours, after several years of mar
riage, came to see Esther and me to explain that their relationship had 
reached an impasse and that they could see no alternative but to end it. 
After a downward spiral of conflict and loss of trust, they struggled to 
have a civil conversation with each other and had begun to form romantic 
attachments with other people.

They were surprised when we said that they had simply reached a normal 
stage in every marriage, the stage where going on together seems impos
sible and unthinkable, where you wonder what you saw in each other in 
the first place. This was a stage that we had reached early on in our own 
marriage and had repeated several times since. If happiness or emotional 
resonance had been our main interpretive dials for navigating our rela
tionship, we would have split up many times. Over the following weeks, 
we worked through some practical ways in which our friends could turn 
around the destructive dynamics that had taken hold in their relationship 
and, in their place, foster trust, intimacy, and commitment to each other. 
Many years later, their marriage is on a solid footing, and they are thriv
ing with a family.

The tragedy is that so many Christian marriages never recover from the 
same downward spiral. We in the church have not spoken and ministered 
effectively into our culture’s prioritization of authenticity above all else in 
matters of sexuality and relationships. When a marriage ceases to make 
us happy or the traveling becomes heavy going, we have no other master 
story to navigate us through the storm. So we take this as a sign that it 
simply “wasn’t meant to be”— that we are not among the lucky ones when 
it comes to marriage.

Christian tradition emphasizes courage and perseverance in the face 
of suffering, but even within the church, seeking happiness and avoid
ing emotional pain have become our highest virtues. Yet this impossible 
foundation for Christian sexuality and relationships must be challenged. 
Allowing emotional authenticity to guide us in our long-term relationships 
is like trusting ourselves to the schizophrenic Gollum— sometimes loyal and 
sometimes treacherous but ultimately bent on our destruction. Christian 
marriage has a different genetic makeup, built upon covenant and imaging
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Jesus’s love for the church. We are called not only to seek deep friendship, 
intimacy, and companionship but also to give of ourselves in faithful love.

Concluding Thoughts: Creativity, Sin, and 
Suffering

The risk that goes along with strongly critiquing a cultural phenomenon 
like authenticity is that we are tempted to throw out the proverbial baby 
with the bathwater. Instead, by equipping ourselves to understand the 
contours of modern authenticity, the Christian community can discern 
right responses. We should not, for instance, abandon human feeling and 
intuition as hopelessly unreliable guides in our spiritual and sexual lives. 
Indeed, redeemed desire lies at the very heart of the Christian self. It is only 
through God’s ongoing healing and reorientation of our deepest longings 
that we can live wholeheartedly within the gospel. What is most alluring 
and corrupting about the modern quest for personal authenticity is that it 
taps into the legitimate Christian search for truth and transcendence— that 
is, to know and experience things as they really are. But the modern self 
seeks authenticity via the shortcut of attempting to make peace with our
selves rather than making peace with God and allowing him to change us.

This distortion of Christian authenticity is a dangerous illusion. The 
Christian story claims that genuine personal wholeness is made possible 
only through the crisis of the gospel, which required nothing short of God 
himself taking on flesh to overcome human sin and self-deception. Living 
faithfully within a Christian sexual ethic requires a radical personal trans
formation, whereby we walk the same journey into death and new life that 
Jesus walked. In The Problem o f  Pain, C. S. Lewis explains that the way 
to the promised land must pass Sinai, where Israel received God’s moral 
guidelines for the good life.38 The wilderness is a necessarily challenging 
place where our old ways of thinking and living and our former sources 
of identity wither, die, and are gradually replaced by an understanding of 
God’s path for us.

Idolatry is commonly described as the objectifying of the human will 
and worshiping it in place of God. Self-creators essentially become idolaters

38. C. S. Lewis, The Problem o f  Pain (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 2001).
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who worship themselves, including their desires, purposes, and wills. They 
give themselves the status of God and exalt their own wills as of supreme 
worth.39 This understanding can help to explain our cultural obsession with 
creativity, because it is the ultimate expression of our unique independent 
selves and it gives us status as primary creators— gods. In contrast, genuine 
Christian creativity is something quite different. Seeking to discern and 
reflect God’s truth, goodness, and beauty, we are striving not to be crea
tive per se but to imitate God so that our lives and talents reflect and serve 
him. Even our sexuality and intimate relationships are a response to God. 
As C. S. Lewis describes, aside from God himself,

the duty and happiness o f every other being is placed in being derivative, in 

reflecting like a mirror. Nothing could be more foreign to the tone o f Scripture 

than the language o f those who describe a saint as a “m oral genius” or a 

“spiritual genius” thus insinuating that his virtue or spirituality is “creative” 

or “original.” If I have read the New Testam ent aright, it leaves no room  for 

“creativeness” even in a modified or m etaphorical sense. O ur whole destiny 

seems to lie in the opposite direction, in being as little as possible ourselves, 

in acquiring a fragrance that is not our own but borrowed, in becom ing clean 

mirrors filled w ith the image o f a face that is not ours. . . . T he highest good 

o f a creature must be creaturely— that is, derivative or reflective— good.40

The idea of reflective or derivative creativity is an affront to the modern 
vision of life, which has rejected the ideas of sin and suffering. In regard 
to sin, our culture of authenticity has sought to deny its existence and to 
rise above it. This subtly distorts the gospel by offering us the counterfeit 
of personal resonance and self-discovery without deep transformation.

This should lead us into deep compassion rather than judgment over our 
culture, because behind the confident mask of the “authentic” self often lies 
self-hatred or a lack of self-acceptance. These issues can run so deep that 
we would rather go into hiding than face up to fundamental questions of 
identity. The false self lives to avoid suffering. Indeed, we are increasingly 
becoming an anesthetized society that will do anything to avoid pain. We

39. Paul C. Vitz, Psychology as Religion: The Cult o f  Self-Worship (Grand Rapids: Eerd- 
mans, 1994), 93.

40. C. S. Lewis, “Christianity and Literature,” in Christian Reflections, ed. Walter Hooper 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1967), 6.
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have many ways of self-medicating the physical, emotional, and spiritual 
pain in our lives— compulsive behavior, consumption of food, sexual en
counters, highly dependent relationships, pornography— although, inevita
bly, we find that these false comforts send us further into hiding, increasing 
our sense of shame and isolation. Ironically, beneath the assured culture 
of authenticity we find a generation of people unsure of their right to 
exist. This insecurity undermines intimate relationships through a host 
of compulsive behavioral patterns. As Gerald May puts it: “Psychologi
cally, addiction uses up desire. It is like a psychic malignancy, sucking our 
life energy into specific obsessions and compulsions, leaving less and less 
energy available for other people and other pursuits. Spiritually, addiction 
is a deep-seated form of idolatry. The objects of our addictions become 
our false gods. These are what we worship, what we attend to, where we 
give our time and energy, instead o f  love.”41

Our culture also refuses to take suffering or personal sacrifice seriously. 
These are rarely seen as having any positive meaning, and we think that 
we must seek to avoid suffering at all costs. This helps to explain why 
relationships have become so brittle. We would rather end a challenging 
relationship or marriage than enter into the long, costly journey necessary 
to sustain a long-term partnership.

The reality is all around us, however. Modern “authenticity” cannot, in 
the end, remove or give genuine significance to the inevitable difficulty and 
suffering that life brings. The epidemic use of prescription and over-the- 
counter painkillers— especially antidepressants— is startling testimony to 
this phenomenon.42 Our culture has chosen as one of its highest priorities 
the anesthetic prerogative to numb emotional pain. Yet just as our phys
ical nerves help us to navigate the world safely, our emotional and spiri
tual “nerves” help us to discern truth and to live within it. In contrast, the 
modern quest to be authentic obscures the problem by “solving” it— simply 
accepting ourselves as we are— without addressing its causes. Because it 
does not acknowledge and get to the heart of the human condition, modern

41. Gerald G. May, Addiction and Grace: Love and Spirituality in the Healing o f  Ad
dictions (New York: HarperOne, 1988), 13.

42. Antidepressants have become the most prescribed drug in the United States, even 
exceeding blood pressure medication, with their usage tripling during the 1990s. National 
Center for Health Statistics, H ealth, United States, 2006: With C h artbook  on Trends in 
the H ealth o f  Americans (Hyattsville, M D: National Center for Health Statistics, 2006).
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authenticity begins in optimism but ends in pessimism as it inevitably moves 
from fantasy to fatalism.

The walk of Christian discipleship, by contrast, involves understanding 
who God is and walking with him in trusting obedience. Only through this 
journey of confession, repentance, and restoration do we allow ourselves 
to be remade in his likeness, allowing the false self of self-consciousness 
to be reordered and reoriented toward the true self of God-consciousness.43 
Richard Rohr provides insight into why the autonomous self cannot sustain 
relationships:

O nly the great self, the True Self, the G od Self, can carry  our anxieties. 

T he little self cannot do it. People who don’t pray basically cannot live the 

Gospel, because the self is not strong enough to contain and reveal our delu

sions and our fear. I am most quoted for this line: “If you do not transform  

your pain, you will always transm it i t .” Always som eone else has to suffer 

because I don’t know how to suffer; that is what it com es down to. Jesus, 

you could say, cam e to show us how to suffer, how to carry “the legitim ate 

pain o f being hum an,” as C. G. Jung called it .44

The hope of the gospel is that it invites us out of hiding, not to expose us 
and parade our pain in front of everyone, but to heal it and root us within 
real community. The gospel ushers us into the true culture of authenticity. 
Christianity takes suffering seriously and treats it as an important, inevi
table, and even necessary part of our spiritual and moral development. 
Our faith, as exemplified in the cross, begins in suffering and sacrifice but 
ends in joy.

43. Rom. 8:5; Eph. 4 :22-24 .
44. Richard Rohr, “The Rent You Pay for Being Here,” Richard Rohr’s Daily M editations, 

August 1, 2013, http://conta.cc/laY7HeA.

http://conta.cc/laY7HeA

