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3
Three Paths 

to Freedom on the 
Road to Nowhere

The D ea d  E n d  o f  Modern Liberty

The phenomenon of “private” sexuality has deeply infiltrated the West
ern church. I recently read about a Christian leader who was mentoring 
a younger student in catechism. The leader had a girlfriend, and one day 
the student accidentally stumbled upon them having sex together. Deeply 
confused, the student later asked his mentor what was going on, where
upon he was told that it was “none of his business.” This story typifies the 
prevailing sense among contemporary Christians that we do not have any 
legitimate moral claims on each other’s lives, especially our sexual lives. 
This is private business.

The all-conquering narrative of modern freedom has driven a wedge 
o f confusion into the sexual lives o f C hristians as they find themselves 
increasingly caught between two scripts: a cultural one and a Christian
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T hree Paths to Freedom  on the R o a d  to N ow here

one. Regnerus and Uecker describe the moral ambiguity surrounding sex 
and relationships that is typical of many young Christians.

They’re selectively permissive: the moral rule remains right and good and in 
effect, yet it does not apply to them at present, for reasons too nuanced and 
difficult for them to adequately describe. It’s not that they’re hypocritical. 
Rather, they feel the powerful pull of competing moral claims upon them: 
the script about what boyfriends and girlfriends in love want or are supposed 
to do for and to each other, and the script about what unmarried Christian 
behavior should look like. They want to satisfy both but find themselves 
rationalizing.1

It is little wonder that confusion reigns. The right to be “free” has be

come our consummate cultural cliche, a banner under which we live our 

entire lives. Yet we give little attention to what it actually means, beyond 

the shallow, open-ended sense of being able to do whatever we want. The 
idea of freedom, though, has assumed some particular meanings in our 

time that are quite distinct from previous understandings and that pose 
profound challenges for Christian discipleship and sexual formation.

Three Ways to Be Free 

Utilitarianism and Expressivism

Right at the heart o f modern culture is the ideal of personal freedom: 
that we can live well and truly be ourselves only if we are free from outside 

influences. Where did this pervasive idea com e from , and how has it be
come sacrosanct? In contrast with the Christian conviction that personal 

freedom is possible only by receiving G od’s grace and living in step with 
his commandments, the Enlightenment split freedom into two very differ

ent visions of life that eventually morphed into two mainstream forms of 

individualism, utilitarian and expressive.
The utilitarian  mode sees the world as a great field o f com petition, 

within which other people may be used to further our own pleasure and 

self-interest. R ather than living in open com m union w ith each other,

1. Regnerus and Uecker, Premarital Sex, 35.
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M apping the M odern Sexual Imaginary

we learn rules by which to euphem istically “win friends and influence 
people.” We become masters o f the universe, self-made people who ex
press our freedom through control and m anipulation. Things and people 
becom e pawns that we move on the strategic chessboard o f our lives. 
When I worked in finance, my boss’s favorite book was Zen and the Art 
o f  W arfare, which shaped a philosophy that he applied to his clients, 
colleagues, and com petitors alike. W ithin this worldview, everyone is a 

rival to be feared.
This utilitarian perspective is founded on basic human fears and desires. 

The philosopher Thom as Hobbes introduced the idea that essentially we 
all fear being controlled by others, and we in turn desire to exert power 
over them.2 W ithin this “war of all against all,” redemption is provided by 
the state and other social institutions, which act as referees and policemen, 
essentially protecting us from each other.3

This bleak conception of human life, later reinforced by the general 
acceptance of social Darw inism , has put modern relationships on shaky 
foundations, so that even within the church we fear making lasting and 
sacrificial com m itm ents. The popular media powerfully reinforces the 
primacy of hostility and com petition. M any of the most acclaimed mini
series on our T V  screens paint a dark social vision that is com pelling and 
pervasive. Violence, drugs, crime, terrorism , paranoia, political machina
tions, broken relationships, and the dog-eat-dog dynamics o f the corp o
rate world feed our im aginations with a bleak vision of relationships— a 
dystopian society rather than a utopian one. The binge-watching “box 
set” model o f TV-series consum ption encourages us to enter into and 

inhabit these worlds for hours at a tim e, further shaping our moral and 
social im aginations. T h is social im aginary has com e to  resem ble the 
realpolitik  o f Vladim ir Lenin’s assertion that in relationships “trust is 

good, but control is better.”
Modern expressivism , not surprisingly, reacted against this imbalanced 

view of personal identity by seeking a more genuine freedom, tuning into 
the voice within, especially emotions and sexuality. This formed the basis 
for the culture o f authenticity that we explored in the previous chapter.

2. Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, ed. C. B. Macpherson (London: Penguin Classics, 1985), xiii.
3. Stanley Hauerwas, A Better H ope: Resources fo r  a Church Confronting Capitalism, 

Democracy, and Postmodernity (Grand Rapids: Brazos, 2000), 13-14.
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These contrasting visions o f freedom, utilitarian and expressive, caused 
a head/heart split within modern identity that has created profound rifts 
in our social and sexual relationships. This duality is vividly symbolized 

by the stereotypical daily com m ute from the soft leafy suburbs, which 

represent the warm th o f hom e, love, and family, into the hard efficient 
spaces o f the city, which stand for the rational utilitarian way of surviving 

in the business world.

Postmodernism as a Vision o f  Total Freedom

In addition to these two modern pathways to freedom , a third route 

emerged toward the end of the twentieth century. Growing out o f the other 

two, but also in reaction to them, postmodernism  represents a yet more 

extreme form of freedom. Whereas expressivism seeks to be faithful to an 

inner core of personal identity, postmodernism focuses solely on the flow of 

human experience. Within postmodernism, the connection between what 

we do and who we are becomes less clear. The emphasis is on expressing 

freedom rather than on what that freedom expresses.

The most influential thinkers within postmodernism, shaping its basic 

ideas, are M ichel Foucault, Jacques Derrida, and Jean-Fran^ois Lyotard. 
Foucault, for instance, embraced the negative side of Nietzsche’s philoso

phy, a rejection of any higher reality that might make sense of life. On this 

basis, Nietzsche had argued that all interpretations are arbitrary, so that 

power and the force of the human will inevitably fill the void. Within this 

vacuum, Foucault argued, the individual does not have a genuine core or 

self but is a product of the ideas and disciplines imposed upon him or her 
by those who hold power.4 In other words, each of us is like soft putty to 

be molded by politicians, spin doctors, advertisers, spiritual authorities, 

and therapists. For Foucault, since all these forms of control and authority 

are artificial, our goal should be to throw them off as oppressive restrictions 

on our right to be free.
Jacqu es D errida pictured the individual as surrounded by language 

that he or she cannot control or escape. D errida challenged traditional

4. As Charles Taylor describes, Foucault presented the individual as “constructed through 
relations of power and modes of discipline.” See Taylor, Sources o f  the Self: The M aking o f  
the M odern Identity (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1992), 488.

T hree Paths to F reedom  on the R o ad  to N ow here
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M apping the M odern Sexual Im aginary

hierarchies between clarity and confusion, truth and falsehood, so that 

all interpretations o f reality are misinterpretations or, at best, merely con

textual and provisional. We never can say with any certainty that we have 

found “the truth.”

So both Foucault and D errida rejected any comprehensive vision of 

reality, which led by default to a celebration of the completely unrestricted 

freedom of the self. Jean-Franfois Lyotard especially came to see this form 

of total freedom as the essence of postmodernism. Yet as Tom Wolfe wryly 

observes, whenever these philosophers needed bypass surgery or a root 

canal, they were not in the habit o f challenging the oppressive institutions 

o f medical knowledge or dental accreditation but would put their trust in 

the authority o f these “experts.”5

Laden with inconsistencies, the “free play” of postmodernism has caused 

confusion and havoc in the arena of modern sexuality. It emphasizes the 

im portance o f em bodim ent and sexual experience but at the same time 

takes away any coherent basis for choosing which experience. Whereas 

expressivism generally seeks authenticity and intimacy, so that sexual en

counters are at least directed toward these goals, postm odernism  seeks 

sexual experience merely for its own sake, serving no greater purpose. In 

his snapshot o f American life at the dawn of the third millennium, Wolfe 

suggests that postm odernism , despite its obvious flaws, has become the 

dominant way of thinking, not because it makes sense of life, but because 

it affirms the highest modern priority: unconstrained liberty.

On the basis of his wide-ranging study of 18- to 23-year-olds, sociologist 

Christian Smith makes some im portant observations about this generation 

as it is caught up in the vortex of postm odern freedom. Sm ith ends his 

sociological narrative with a prophetic portrait o f these emerging adults 
as “sovereign individuals lacking conviction or d irection .”6 They value 

freedom but are confused about what to do with it. They value information 

but have no coherent lens through which to organize it, and so they find 

themselves overwhelmed by it. They value diversity but have no standard 
for evaluating differences, which become fuzzy and gray. They want to keep 

their options open, but openness easily becomes a void filled by default

5. Tom Wolfe, H ooking Up (New York: Farrar, Straus &  Giroux, 2000), 13.
6. Smith, Souls in Transition, 292-94.
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imperatives: the easy rush of pornography, consum erism , uncommitted 
relationships, the next big experience, and so on.

Critiquing Modern Freedom

Although these three contemporary visions of freedom are quite different 
and battle with each other, what gives them so much com bined force is 
that they are built on a shared foundation. At their core, they agree that 
each of us should be free to define and pursue life as we see fit. This idea 
of unrestricted personal choice is positively encouraged through the ever- 
expanding options offered by the novelty-machine that is consumerism.

Although this context has become our unquestioned horizon, theolo
gian Stanley Hauerwas argues that it has hopelessly distorted our vision 
of who we are and how we relate to one another. This liberal/capitalist 
matrix permeates every part o f our lives, he says, imposing its own com 
prehensive vision of the “good life” and making it difficult to appreciate 
any alternative to this way of living. Indeed, this vision is so pervasive that 
even most Christian thinking about ethics, including sexual ethics, operates 
unquestioningly within it. The church’s first task, then, is to recognize and 
name the rival gods.7

H auerw as develops his critique o f m odern freedom  by pointing to 
the com m on m oral discussion o f “values.” In particular, liberal social 
contexts form people within the perspective of “normal nihilism ,” mean
ing a shared acknow ledgm ent that our m oral values can only ever be 
contingent.8 Regardless o f how strongly we hold these values, in the end 
they stand only on the strength of our personal convictions and not on 
any external truth. It is fine to have strong beliefs, o f course, as long as 
we do not claim any special authority for our way of life or try to impose 
it on anyone else.

This perspective is rooted in the modern project itself, which cuts people 
off from any overarching story, such as G od’s creation, redemption, and 
progressive restoration o f his creation as described in Scripture. The denial

7. Stanley Hauerwas, A Comm unity o f  Character: Toward a Constructive Christian 
Social Ethic (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1981), 12.

8. Stanley Hauerwas, “Preaching as though We Had Enemies,” First Things 53 (May 
1, 1995): 45-49.
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of any sort of metanarrative encourages the illusion that we can create 
our own story and personal identity out o f thin air, simply through our 
personal choices.9

One member o f the US Supreme Court described this vision of modern 
freedom succinctly: “At the heart of liberty is the right to define one’s own 
concept o f existence, o f meaning, of the universe, and of the mystery of 
human life.”10 We would be hard pressed to find many within mainstream 

culture who disagree with this vision. Yet this story is deceptive. Although 
it masquerades as the neutrality of free choice, it actually promotes its own 
vision of life and so seeks to manipulate the choices we make.

The M odern  Vision o f  Sexuality: Two Myths 

but O ne Illusion to Live By

In the realm of sexuality and relationships, the modern vision of freedom 
is expressed under two myths, the “rom anticist” and the “realist,” both of 
which have become pervasive in our culture. Rom anticism  describes the 
freedom of the expressive individual. It says we should freely express with 
our bodies what we feel in our hearts; how we feel about someone should 
determine how far we go with him or her sexually. This is encouraged by 
the recent creation o f “sexuality” as a type of distinct and core part of 
our identity that we must actively express to become a whole self. Sexual 
expression becomes an issue of personal integrity, of being true to the inner 
testimony of our desires, especially the sexual ones.

Realism, in contrast to romanticism, represents the freedom of the utili
tarian individual. Realism tries to “demystify” sex by reducing it to a sort 
o f “happiness technology” that offers fulfillment in the most immediate 
sense.11 Sex becomes an im portant pursuit within the utilitarian priority 
o f seeking pleasure and avoiding pain. Realism further demystifies sex by 
acknowledging that premarital sex is happening whether we like it or not, 
and so claims that the best we can do is to limit the potential damage, in 
the narrow terms of preventing pregnancy or disease.

9. Ibid., 48.
10. See the plurality opinion of Justices O ’Connor, Kennedy, and Souter, Planned Parent

hood of Southeastern Pennsylvania v. Casey, 505 U.S. 833 (1992).
11. Stanley Hauerwas and Allen Verhey, “From Conduct to Character: A Guide to Sexual 

Adventure,” R eform ed Journal 36, no. 11 (November 1, 1986): 12-16.
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Although rom anticism  and realism appear to be opposites, Hauer- 
was says that these expressive and utilitarian paths to “freedom ” both 
spring from  the sam e underlying philosophy. D espite claim ing to  be 
m orally neutral, realists accept the modern moral imperative that each 
person should do what seems best to him or her. M eanwhile, rom anti
cism says that “love”— in the limited sense of passionate or affectionate 
feeling— is the necessary condition for both sex and m arriage. Realism 
and rom anticism  also both insist that we should respect sex as a “p ri
vate” matter. They both assert the basic m oral premise that sex should 

be merely consensual.12
Although accepted as permanent features on the sexual landscape, ro

manticism and realism fail to go to the heart of the issue; they do not es
tablish any solid ground on which to build their own visions of “authentic” 
relationships. In other words, they refuse to make the connection between 
personal character and authentic sexuality. Indeed, lurking beneath modern 
notions of what we should do in our sexual lives is the more fundamental 
question of who we should be. The key weakness o f romanticism is that 
it seeks intimacy but refuses to encourage the habits that form people who 
are able to enter into and sustain genuinely intimate relationships. This is 
because real intimacy requires giving ourselves faithfully and permanently 
to another person in vulnerable trust. It is only in this context o f safety 
that genuine intimacy, as opposed to just a powerful rom antic or sexual 

attraction, can develop.
This puts young women, in particular, in a “double bind.” Emerging 

adults today are expected to want to be in traditional committed relation
ships, but they are also encouraged to want sex “without strings attached.” 
M arrying in their early twenties is no longer attractive to many young 
women with potential careers ahead of them, and so they are taught to 
avoid getting too emotionally attached. They don’t want to be “tied down” 
to one person for the long run, but they want to enjoy companionship and 

sex in the m eantim e.13

12. In a wide-ranging survey of American college women, for instance, nearly 90 percent 
agreed with the statement “I should not judge anyone’s sexual conduct except my own.” 
See Norval Glenn and Elizabeth Marquardt, H ooking Up, Hanging Out, and H oping for  
Mr. Right: College 'Women on Dating and Mating Today  (New York: Institute for American 
Values, 2001).

13. Regnerus and Uecker, Premarital Sex, 149.

61



This creates a difficult scenario for both men and women, generating 
cognitive and relational dissonance. It is also questionable whether this 
sort o f relational formation can suddenly be set aside at some point in the 
distant future. Our society’s approach to sexual formation within emerging 

adulthood has wildly underestimated what is required to enter into and 
sustain these sorts o f durable partnerships.

In a nationwide survey of American men, 62 percent of unmarried 25- 
to 29-year-olds and 51 percent of unmarried 30- to 34-year-olds said they 

were “not interested in getting married anytime soon.” Eighty-one percent 
of the younger group and 74 percent of the older one agreed that “at this 

stage o f your life, you want to have fun and freedom .”14 It is stunning to 
think that in previous generations m ost o f these men would already be 

married fathers o f multiple children.
To sum up, romanticism and realism agree that our sexual lives should 

be founded upon personal freedom, but they each fail to perceive that we 

are not as free as we think.

A n A rgum ent from  the O uter Limits: Consensual Degradation

The problem with consent as the basic moral premise for sexuality is 
highlighted at the extreme end of the spectrum in the area o f hard-core 
pornography. An essay highlighting the challenges of this philosophy caused 
a storm  in the blogosphere.15 The w riter described going to a basement 

studio in San Francisco to watch, in the company of a small participating 
crowd, the filming of an explicit film. The choreographed narrative involved 
scenes with particularly extrem e levels o f degradation, abuse, and even 
mild levels o f torture, such as electrocution.

The author describes a regular-looking crowd prim arily made up of 

couples having a night out. She also notes that the lead actress had signed 
a detailed consent form  and left the studio feeling upbeat and report
edly keen to repeat the experience. Obviously, this incident raises some 
im portant questions. On the basis o f the modern principle that consent 
is king, it is difficult to challenge this filming on moral grounds because 
everyone involved was a willing participant and left feeling “happy.” Yet

14. Ibid., 171.
15. Emily W itt, “W hat Do You Desire?,” n+1 16 (Spring 2013).

M apping the M odern Sexual Imaginary
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the incident demonstrates the deep inadequacies o f our cultural vision of 
freedom and sexuality.

Rod Dreher commented, in the ensuing debate, that there is nothing new 

about people seeking degrading sexual experiences. The problem is that 

this is becoming increasingly acceptable and even mainstream because our 

society now lacks a coherent moral framework within which these desires 

can be identified as deviant. In the modern m oral void, “You can have 

whatever you desire,” writes Dreher. “If you choose hell, then we will call 

it good, because it is freely chosen, and brings you pleasure.”16

Yet this is not a “morally neutral” principle. It actively degrades and 

undermines the dignity o f human sexuality while spreading this vision 

through the internet. In fact, the sex industry’s evangelistic zeal is such 

that most explicit online content— fully 90 percent— is consumed free of 

charge. So, far from being a private consensual transaction, pornography 

is publicly and formatively shaping modern sexuality. T h at basement in 

San Francisco seems a long way from the church’s vision of sexuality. Yet 

as Christians we too have been wooed by the idea o f sexuality as a private 

matter, purely a concern between consenting adults behind closed doors. 

Increasingly, then, the church has no place in the bedrooms of believers.

The Private S elf in O ur M idst

Church leaders have often failed to understand how distinctive the Chris

tian vision of sexuality really is and to articulate this vision as a convinc

ing alternative to secular norms. As a result, Christian sexual ethics also 

appear to be operating out o f the same romantic/realist fallacy as the 

secular perspective.17
In the epilogue to his book Sex G od , form er pastor Rob Bell describes 

a marriage he blessed in an unconventional wedding ceremony that lasted 

only seven m inutes.18 At one point in the service the couple released a

16. Rod Dreher, “Slouching towards Googletopia,” The American Conservative, May 
13,2013, http://www.theamericanconservative.com/dreher/slouching-towards-googletopia/.

17. Stanley Hauerwas, “Sex in Public: How Adventurous Christians Are Doing It,” The 
Hauenvas Reader, ed. John Berkman and Michael Cartwright (Durham, NC: Duke Uni
versity Press, 2001), 481-504.

18. Rob Bell, Sex God: Exploring the Endless Connections between Sexuality and Spiri
tuality (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2007), 174—75.
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cluster o f helium balloons as symbols o f their previous failed m arriages, 
term inated pregnancies, affairs, and unsuccessful relationships. They 
made this gesture as a picture o f starting afresh together. Bell observes 

that they walked into an adjoining field, “just the two of them , holding 

hands, standing in knee-high grass, exchanging words that only they 

could hear,” before letting go of the balloons. Unfortunately, the m ar

riage ended acrim oniously a few years later. This haunting story simply 
shows, Bell tells us, that “life is messy” but that G od’s grace and healing 

are endless.
This story truly is a tragedy; it points to the desperate quality o f so 

many relationships today, even within the church. But there is a far greater 

tragedy underlying the tale. Christian marriages should be built on a fun

damentally different vision of personal identity and relationships than their 

secular counterparts. R ather than representing a contract between two 
ultimately independent people, Christian marriage is a covenant entered 

into sacrificially, within and for the benefit of the church. It is only within 

a com m itted community o f faith that our intim ate relationships can be 

properly supported and find their ultimate purpose.

Given the couple’s messy history o f relational failure, one wonders 
whether the marriage’s sad end was anything but inevitable without greater 

support from the church community, both before and after their wedding. 

Yet there is no mention of the role of their church community. The book 

consistently emphasizes the private dynamics within marriage as being the 
critical determinant o f success. For Bell, the priority of Christian marriage 

is the pursuit o f sexual and emotional intimacy, exclusivity, and trust. At 

one point in the book he says, “A marriage is between those two people, 

not us. It ’s not ours, it’s theirs.”19
Although its overall intention is to tie Christian sexuality into the greater 

story o f G od’s redemption and reconciliation of all creation, the book 
ironically depicts marriage and sexuality as private matters to be protected 

from outside influence or inquiry. But framing Christian relationships in 

the terms of modern romanticism, isolated from the corporate life of the 
church, actually is a reflection of cultural conform ity— not of the trans

form ation that Bell is aiming for.

19. Ib id ., 138.
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If the radically free modern self is also sitting in the sanctuary, then the 
question is, how did this vision of freedom become so pervasive among the 
very people who are called to live according to a different vision?

The Evolution of Radical Individualism

In the 1830s, French social philosopher Alexis de Tocqueville made some 
insightful observations about what he called the “habits o f the h eart” 
o f the Am erican people, which gave them and their country its specific 
character.20 He focused on the American emphases on family life, religious 
traditions, and participation in local politics as practices that would cre
ate the sort of person who could sustain com m itted relationships and a 
connection to the wider community. But he also worried that American 
“individualism” (he was one o f the first to use the term) was a force that 
could eventually isolate people from each other and undermine the very 
freedom they prized so highly.

With this warning in mind, a group of sociologists from the University 
o f California at Berkeley undertook a comprehensive survey of American 
identity and relationships, interviewing people from all walks of life. Reflect
ing on their findings, they observed that the earlier forms of individualism 
observed by Tocqueville had, indeed, morphed into a radical individualism 
that saw the individual as the a priori reality o f life— a self-sufficient atomic 
particle amid a cloud of other atoms.21 Psychologist Paul Vitz calls this out
look “selfism,” which he says is supported by modern psychology’s vision 
of personal identity.22 Rather than seeing the self as necessarily connected 
to other people, so that we can become our full selves only within relation
ships, “selfism” views each person as an autonomous being and often locates 
the source o f our problems in formative relationships with our parents and 
siblings. Within this model, true freedom involves becoming self-sufficient 
and freeing ourselves from the control and dysfunction of other people.

Picking up on Tocqueville’s prediction, the Berkeley sociologists observe 
that today’s radical individualism has become cancerous, undermining the

20. Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, trans. George Lawrence, ed. J . P. Mayer 
(New York: Doubleday, 1969).

21. Bellah et al., Habits o f  the Heart, vii.
22. Vitz, Psychology as Religion, 57-58.
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very significance we seek by cutting us off from meaningful relationships 

and broader social commitments. It is, they say, an influential cultural il
lusion that implies we can— and must— come to our deepest beliefs in the 

isolation o f our private selves.23 This has led to the endemic notion that love 

and marriage primarily have to do with personal gratification, a notion that 

has stripped relationships of their traditional social function of providing 
people with stable, committed contexts that tie them into the larger society.24

Creating Private Space

The modern conviction that our private lives are entirely our own, to be 

lived as we see fit, has a specific and quite recent history. The Enlighten

ment created a separation between “public” and “private” spaces, so that 

public spaces such as universities, legislatures, and courts could become 

places o f reasoned debate, free from the prejudices o f religion and the 

vagaries o f emotion. The private realm— especially the home and the local 
church— was the place where love and faith, the things of the heart, could 

be freely expressed according to personal taste.

W hat was critical for Enlightenm ent thinkers was the idea that these 

spaces needed to be kept separate so as not to encroach upon each other. 

The utilitarian philosopher John Stuart M ill implanted the then contro

versial but now unquestioned idea that our private lives are nobody else’s 

business, unless we directly hurt someone else. This became known as the 
“harm principle,” meaning that no one has a right to interfere with me for 

my benefit, but only to prevent direct harm to others.23

Although there has always been a tension between the individual and 

social aspects o f personal identity, the Enlightenm ent decisively created 
the concept o f “private life” that has become so sacrosanct in our culture. 

But this separation is clearly illusory, because our so-called private lives are 

already deeply formed by social and cultural practices that shape us in every 

way. But this is a two-way dynamic. W hat goes on in our bedrooms— or on 
our computer screens, for that matter— will also ultimately influence our 

collective vision and approach to sexuality and relationships.

23. Bellah et al., Habits o f  the Heart, 65.
24. Ibid., 83.
25. Taylor, Secular Age, 484.
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During my time in ministry in London, one of my pastoral responsibili
ties was to recruit, mentor, and oversee small-group leaders in the church. 
On more than one occasion, some of the seemingly mature Christian lead

ers approached us to let us know that they were living together, although 
they were not yet married. W hat was most surprising in each case was that 

they came forward not in order to resign their positions as leaders or to 
seek counsel but just “to put us in the picture.”

Similarly, over the years, a number of Christian couples confided in us 

that they had made private marriage vows before God or been married 
legally in secret sometime before their “public” wedding. This idea that 

our sexual lives are purely private spaces has become a cardinal conviction 

among many modern C hristians, as well as within the broader culture. 

Indeed, there often now appears to be no sense of connection between 
our personal relationships and the greater purposes of the wider church 
community.

D row ning Narcissus: The N arrow ing o f  Self-Identity and  

Relationships

An ironic consequence o f the emergence o f this radically free self is 
that instead of making us more rounded individuals by exposing us to 

a more diverse range of people and influences, it has actually narrowed 
our social horizons and led to what Francis Fukuyama calls our “moral 
m iniaturization.”26 As we have abandoned extended families and larger 

social organizations such as the church as our primary communities, we 

have simultaneously replaced them with smaller affinity groups, such as 
the gym, work colleagues, wine clubs, niche or single-generation churches, 

and even marriages. These can all become “lifestyle enclaves.”27
These small voluntary associations enable us to pick and choose our own 

values, allowing us to reconcile the contradictory desires for autonomy and 

community. In other words, we choose to be with people we like, people 
we are com fortable with . . . people like us. This is intensified by the transi

tion to “virtual” relationships— via social media, chat rooms, and online

26. See Francis Fukuyama, The Great Disruption: Human Nature and the Reconstitution 
o f  Social Order (New York: Touchstone, 2000), 49, 243, 281-82.

27. Bellah et al., H abits o f  the Heart, 71-75.
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pornography— that encourage us to further fragment ourselves as we select 
different virtual sources to meet our desires and personal needs. We can 
even create multiple avatars o f ourselves to inhabit infinite virtual contexts.

In Greek mythology, the youth Narcissus became so captivated by his own 

reflection in the water that he eventually fell into the image and drowned. 
This ancient insight helps describe what is happening within modern rela
tionships. The narrowing of our social horizons reflects a similar tendency 

toward self-absorption as we seek out those in our own image. We are told 
that this path leads toward personal freedom, but it is creating a society 

made up of individuals who are drowning in their own personas.
The enduring appeal and fascination of Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice 

is the mystery o f love, which could cross even the watertight boundaries 
o f the nineteenth-century English class system. The subversive power of 
romantic love is that it calls us to move beyond ourselves, to put ourselves 

at risk for the sake of something broader than our personal horizons. De
spite the modern imperative to be radically free, we still yearn for intimacy 

that draws us beyond the confines o f ourselves. This is in step with the 
trajectory o f the gospel, which calls us into sacrificial relationships within 
a community of people who are not like us. Paul’s churches were complex 
because they were diverse, including Jew s and gentiles, slaves and their 
owners, rich and poor. This unity in diversity, which was operating within 

and resisting a highly stratified society, was the miracle o f the gospel and 
was only possible through the Spirit.

“G oing Solo”

In his challenging book Going Solo, sociologist Eric Klinenberg says that 

although we have tracked the growing numbers of single, cohabiting, and 
unmarried people in America, one o f the most im portant trends over the 
last fifty years has gone largely unnoticed: the growing number of people 
who are choosing to live alone.28 The change has been dramatic.

In 1950, there were about four million Americans living alone, a little 

less than 10 percent o f all households. Today there are more than thirty- 
two million “singletons,” as Klinenberg calls them, accounting for about

28. Eric Klinenberg, Going Solo: The Extraordinary Rise and Surprising A ppeal o f  Liv
ing Alone (New York: Penguin Books, 2012).
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28 percent o f all American households.29 T he fastest growing age group of 
people living alone is those under thirty-five, and this trend is even more 
pronounced in big cities, where singletons are closer to one-half o f all 
households. It seems that we are increasingly willing to pay a premium for 
the privilege o f living alone, which is becoming the quintessential modern 
expression of personal freedom.

Klinenberg discovered that these singletons, although living alone, did 
not for the most part feel isolated or lonely. In fact, he says, they tended 
to be more socially engaged than married peers. Only a small m inority 
found themselves locked in a downward spiral of isolation and depression.

Although Klinenberg puts a positive spin on these social developments, 
we can also see this trend from a different angle. The Christian invitation 

into self-giving relationships stretches us beyond the narrow concerns of 
our personal preferences and reflects Jesus’s pouring himself out for the 
sake of others. The gospel beckons us beyond the detached safety of per
sonal sovereignty and relationships on our own terms, into the demands 
and rewards of genuine community.

M y concern is not that “going solo” removes us from relationships but 
that it changes the nature o f our relationships. As Klinenberg says, the 
main impulse for choosing to live alone is that it offers us freedom to do 
what we want, when we want to, without concern about someone else’s 
eyes looking over us and passing judgm ent.30 Lying at the heart o f this 
im portant “solo” trend is the modern desire to be in control of our lives, 
especially our relationships. Although Klinenberg sees this trend as a posi
tive social development, it is hard to see how it fosters the sort of character 
and rhythms that enable us to form and sustain lasting relationships. Rather 
than enhancing our relationships, surely the narrowing of our social and 
moral horizons impoverishes them in the long run.

In a similar vein, Christian Smith makes some interesting observations 
about emerging adults and their view of personal freedom. Smith observes 
that this 18—23 age group includes the least religious adults in the United 
States today, with only about 20 percent attending a religious service weekly.31 
It is not that they are much less spiritually or religiously engaged than

29. Ibid., 5 -6 .
30. Ibid., 17, 89.
31. Smith, Souls in Transition, 94-95.

69



M apping the M odern Sexual Im aginary

previous generations; traditionally, this stage of life is one in which reli
gious commitments are loosened, when young people explore the freedom 
that comes after leaving home and before the responsibilities o f marriage 
and family. W hat is of more concern is that this open-ended, freewheeling 
stage of life is becoming longer.32 There are even signs that, for some, this 
stage can morph into a prolonged adolescence that lasts well into their 
forties and beyond. W hat used to be a brief transitional phase is becoming 
a permanent lifestyle choice.

This trend has im portant im plications for pastors. People are delaying 
or avoiding any greater com m itm ent to their faith or to the demands of 
committed relationships such as marriage and family. Within the dazzling 
array of choices available, our consum erist mentality tempts us to keep 
our options open for as long as possible.

T h is “Peter Pan” syndrome is m ost enticing in big cities, where the 
possibilities appear endless. We can find a kindred group to suit any stage 
of life and make us feel at home. W hat is tragic about this social phenom
enon, something that my wife and I observed at close quarters among our 
predominantly young congregation in London, is that m ost people did 
not consciously choose to remain in this stage of life. M any people found 
themselves trapped in a cycle that they seemed unable to understand or 
break out of. For instance, their romantic relationships would break down 
for similar reasons at similar stages. One of our key challenges as pastors 
of this generation is to help people progress through this stage of life into 
more mature stages o f development.

Freedom  at the Altar: The Crisis in Christian Relationships

Within the church, the tragedy of the “freedom trap” has dramatically 
affected our approach to both marriage and singleness. Along with the 
secular world, the church has fallen into the snare of sanctifying personal 
autonomy as a virtue. We are, for instance, becoming accustomed to watch
ing the breakup of Christian marriages with genuine but resigned sadness. 
Yet within the church we seek to resist and rise above modern fatalism . 
Jesus’s work of atonement involved reconciling, or putting back together, 
what had been fractured— our relationships with God, ourselves, each

32. Ib id ., 6 , 56.
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other, and creation. We seek to embody this thoroughgoing reconciliation 
within the community o f faith as the “firstfruits” o f the kingdom of God. 
If Thom as H obbes’s bleak vision represents the social fragm entation of 
Babel, the Christian vision seeks the social reconciliation of Pentecost.

It is perhaps in our marriages that we can most clearly witness to the 
gospel o f peace and reconciliation. Paul expresses the stunning conviction 
that Christian m arriage should stand as a living m etaphor for the self
giving love between Christ and his church.33 This is the profound mystery 
of Christian sexuality. We are called to walk a radical middle path, resisting 
both the saccharine fantasy of modern romanticism and the grim fatalism 
of H obbes’s realism.

Although marriage offers many wonderful benefits, we also need to teach 

the essential crisis that lies at the heart o f marriage. The task o f weaving 
together two different stories, personalities, and family backgrounds is 
costly work that we cannot take lightly. Children, although a blessing and 
gift, provide even stiffer challenges. If marriage is like an earthquake that 
shakes our world, then the demands of young children are more like a city- 
leveling tsunami. We need to stand firmly on both feet, then, in our approach 
to and teaching about marriage. M arriage is a gift, but it’s also a crisis.

Ties That Loose: Getting Caught in the “Freedom  Trap”

The modern vision of freedom encourages us to keep our options “in 
play” and to be skeptical about entering into ties that bind us. Today in
dependence is dressed up as the ultimate form of maturity, so that living 
alone is becoming de rigueur for sophisticated urbanites who can afford it. 
Although we still crave intimacy and connection, self-sufficiency is lauded 

as the cardinal modern virtue.
This has made it difficult for men, in particular, to take the ultimate risk 

of entering a committed relationship. There may be many different reasons 
for this, depending on the person and his specific circumstances. Young 
men who have not had constructive male exemplars— usually a father— and 
who have not been positively initiated into adulthood often face real chal
lenges. They can become confused about how to make the bold step into 
a permanent relationship. This pathway to maturity is a journey in which

33 . Eph. 5 :3 1 -3 3 .
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we need guidance from  those who can m ost deeply affirm our identity. 
The modern myth is that we can become whole and mature on our own.

Yet every known civilization throughout history has placed enormous 
significance on the rites and rituals that affirm boys and usher them into 
adult m aturity and responsibility, as well as those that initiate girls into 
womanhood. Sadly, our culture’s vision of personal freedom and its adora
tion of youth are prolonging adolescence, creating significant challenges 
in nurturing mature relationships within the church.

Concluding Thoughts: Liberty at W hat Cost?

The second part o f this book will discuss how we might address the com 
plex m atrix that has been created by the “freedom trap.” At this stage, I 
want to highlight 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 vision of sexuality and 
relationships. The “freedom trap” is one of the m ajor challenges facing 
the church and its form ation of mature disciples today.
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Consumerism as a Corrupting Dynam ic

On our way home from a family wedding in California, we flew out o f the 
city o f Reno, Nevada. Viewed from the sky, the sparse desert surroundings 
threw the human-made landscape into sharp relief. W hat was unmistakable 
looking down was the dominance of retail strip malls within the city and 
suburban limits. There seemed to be only limited space between these mon
strosities of conformity. On our drive north from Seattle later that Sunday 
afternoon, we passed a giant outlet mall. It seemed as if the whole Pacific 
Northwest had crowded into this cavernous but now claustrophobic shrine.

Does it make you wonder, given the pervasive presence o f these places, 
what influence they have on us? If retail therapy is our new religion and 
the regional mall is our place o f worship, how does it influence who we 
are, including our sexual lives?

Capitalism is probably the most formative structural reality within our 
society. It sets the course for m ost o f our lives, shaping what we con 
sider to be worth having and giving us a context in which to pursue those 
things. Certainly for m ost in the Western world, capitalism has become



the taken-for-granted shape of things, as permanent and unquestioned as 
the sealed roads and power lines outside our houses.

One of the most influential church fathers, Augustine of Hippo, viewed 
the human person as enmeshed in a complex web of desires. For Augustine, 
as “desiring creatures” we cannot escape our magnetic attraction to what
ever we ultimately love. The key is not whether we love but what we love. 
We are fundamentally characterized by an attraction toward our Creator, 
as expressed in Augustine’s prayer, “You have made us for yourself and 
our hearts are restless until they find their rest in you.”1 Nothing else can 
satisfy this longing, although these desires can become misdirected when 
they attach to objects and ultimate goals other than God.

In fact, the Christian conviction goes even further than this. Sin has 
already bent our desires out o f shape— witness the age-old temptation of 
idolatry— and these can be set straight only by G od’s radical grace.2 Our 
lives are essentially shaped by what we are drawn toward as a vision of 
ultimate human flourishing— the “good life.”3 1 will develop this view of 
human identity in the second part of this book. In the meantime, this brief 
sketch will help show how capitalism distorts our fundamental desires.

Given the power of our cultural context to shape us, we need to look criti
cally at those aspects o f life in which modern culture has invested heavily, 
such as econom ics and sexuality. Daniel Bell argues that the “megapolis” 
o f global capitalism has replaced the nation-state as the most pervasive 
influence in our lives.4 Capitalism, he says, now controls all aspects o f our 
lives and must therefore be challenged by the church as a form of idolatry. 
Bell suggests that capitalism ’s “technologies o f desire” im pose on us a 
regime of disciplines and practices that seek to shape us within a certain 
vision of human flourishing: acquisition  and consumption.

Using Augustine’s terms, we can say that capitalism seeks to orient our 
fundamental desires to accept other gods that can never satisfy our essential 
longing.5 In the language o f the Old Testam ent, consumerism offers us

1. Augustine, Confessions, trans. Henry Chadwick, Oxford World’s Classics (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2008), 3.

2. Steven Shakespeare, R adical O rthodoxy: A Critical Introduction  (London: SPCK, 
2007), 119.

3. Taylor, Secular Age, 16.
4. Daniel Bell, Liberation Theology a fter the End o f  H istory: The Refusal to Cease Suf

fering (London: Routledge, 2001), 17.
5. Ibid., 245.
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bread that can never satisfy our hunger and broken cisterns that can never 
hold thirst-quenching water.6 No matter how much we gorge on this food, 
it leaves us malnourished. Sadly, the Western church accepted the Trojan 
horse of capitalism into its midst because it accepted capitalism ’s claim to 
religious neutrality. But that is a false claim. The underlying assumptions 
o f capitalism ’s autonom ous, competitive, and free-choosing self carry a 
normative vision of the self and the world, a world that is closer to Babel 

than Pentecost.
The market economy is marked not by social reconciliation but by com 

petition, and it shapes us in two im portant ways. At the big-picture level, 
it seeks to capture our im agination about what we should be aiming for 
in life, that is, our telos or essential purpose. As well as giving us a goal 
to live for, a happiness target, capitalism also provides clear pathways and 

disciplines to help us reach our destination.

The Disciplining of Modern Desires

The fallacy at the heart o f the modern world is the conviction that we are 
free to do whatever we want. The truth is that we are deeply influenced by 
secular scripts that subtly shape our vision of life and our deepest desires. 
We are not, it turns out, as free as we think. Even in those places where 
we seem to be freest, such as in gargantuan shopping malls with their 
boundless choices, we are being formed by what Jam es K. A. Smith calls 
“secular liturgies.”7 These are visions o f what life is all about: what will 
bring us satisfaction, what will save us, what will give our lives meaning 
and significance, what will add up to the “good life.” Smith warns that we 
can avoid overtly religious liturgies by not attending church, but we cannot 
avoid cultural ones. They are all around us, and they seek to capture our 
im aginations, to tap into our deepest desires, and to direct our worship 

toward rival gods.
The business of advertising perhaps best understands the energizing core 

o f personal identity. This comes into clear focus in the cutting-edge field of 
“neuromarketing.” Developed in the late 1990s by Harvard psychologists, 
neuromarketers use brain scans (fMRIs) to understand how people respond

6. Isa. 55:2; Jer.2 :13 .
7. Smith, Desiring the Kingdom, 86-88.
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to various marketing images, focusing on those that evoke the strongest 
emotional response. W hat makes this field most disturbing is its focus on 
manipulating subconscious brain activity, which accounts for most human 
thinking— over 90 percent— including our emotions. Developed under the 
sci-fi-sounding patent Zaltm an M etaphor Elicitation Technique (Z M E T ), 
the best-known neuromarketing method engages the human subconscious 
with specially selected sets o f images that cause a positive em otional re
sponse, activating hidden images and metaphors that are likely to stimulate 
a purchase. In other words, advertisers seek to harness our subconscious 
emotions in order to sell us things. Consumerism promises us experiences 
that will set our desires free, but in reality it intentionally manipulates our 
passions toward its own ends.

Secular Liturgies as Form ative Practices in the M all

Smith offers a practical example o f how consumerism shapes our desires 
by describing the devotional practices we encounter at the shopping mall.8 
These disciplines encourage us to yearn and quest for our destination, as 
travelers on the road to the good life. Smith suggests that shopping malls 
have become places o f retreat, transcendence, and worship, as medieval 
cathedrals were in their time. The architecture of the enclosed mall shuts 
us off from the frantic world outside and vaults our vision up to the sky 
through its glass ceiling, hinting at the promise of a higher reality.9 In the 
mall, “pilgrim s” walk between chapels that com pete for their devotion, 
each offering its own distinctive vision of the satisfied life. Referring to 
each shop’s mannequins, Smith says, “Unlike the flattened depictions of 
saints one might find in stained-glass windows, here is an array of three- 
dimensional icons adorned in garb that— as with all iconography— inspires 
us to be im itators o f these exemplars. These statues and icons embody for 
us concrete images of ‘the good life.’”10

In this way, the “new global religion” of consum erism  taps into our 
embodied nature by appealing, via our senses, to our imaginations. The 
rich physical visions o f these beautiful, happy people invite us to imagine 
ourselves in their image and so to enter into the disciplines required to

8. Ibid., 20.
9. Ibid., 21.
10. Ibid.
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achieve this transform ation: acquisition  and consumption. Unlike the dull 
moralizing of the church, the shopping mall’s religion trades in beauty. It 
appeals to our deepest desires and aspirations. Although Smith admits that 
his lush description borders on tongue-in-cheek, he insists that this cultural 
exegesis acts as a form of “apocalyptic,” seeing through and revealing the 
true nature o f something that presents itself as benign and norm al.11

Rather than being a “neutral” space, Smith says, the mall is religious and 
formational. It shapes our ultimate desires by presenting a vision of human 
flourishing embedded, and thereby concealed, within its social imaginary.12 
This vision carries an implicit notion of personal brokenness equivalent to 
“sin,” so that its icons present an image of the perfect life that highlights 

the gulf between them and us. The mall taps into legitimate human drives, 
such as the quest for happiness, progress, and beauty, but it exploits these 
desires by creating a sense o f insufficiency in our lives that needs to be 
filled. Within the identity crisis that it creates, consumerism offers us hope 
of redemption through its own gods: again, acquisition and consumption.

However, the practice of consumption presents us with a confused vision 
of reality. At one extreme, it invests almost transcendent meaning and life- 
changing power in physical things, while it also teaches us to devalue and 
discard these same things almost immediately, as they fall out o f fashion 

or move to the clearance rack.
As with all idolatries, consumerism is a corruption of something good. 

As divine image-bearers, we are drawn to beauty. When rightly oriented, 
beautiful things reveal something about G od’s own form and character 
and so point us toward the kingdom beyond. Scripture tells us that the first 
person “filled with the Spirit o f G od” was Bezalel, the artisan who adorned 
Solom on’s temple where Yahweh dwelt among his people.13 Together with 
artistic creativity, God gave Bezalel wisdom, understanding, and knowledge. 
We should not, then, reject beauty but rather seek to reappropriate it as a 
window onto divine reality. Consumerism, in contrast, offers us beautiful 

things as sacred substitutes.
M odern consumerism both exploits and distorts our sexual natures, 

making consumerism and sexualization powerful partners. W ithin this

11. Ibid., 23.
12. Ibid., 94.
13. Exod. 31 :1 -5 .
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nexus, promises of sexual fulfillment sell almost everything by evoking our 

longing for transcendence and then, in a move of substitution, channeling 
that desire into a consumer product. This formative process affirms us as 

sexual beings but turns us into sexualized consum ers.14
The biblical model o f personal identity is entirely different. It describes 

us as holistic beings who cannot compartmentalize ourselves into different 

selves for different contexts. So consumerism distorts not just our view of 

sex but our very sexual nature; our longing for God and relationship with 
others is collapsed into sex and dead objects.15 In this way, consumerism 

becomes the social imaginary that shapes our vision of human flourishing 

in every aspect o f life, including our sexual lives.

M aking the Perfect W om an: Consum erism  as a Religious 

Narrative

The religious nature and significant influence of consumerism in our 

lives is made all the more powerful by the way in which it mimics the reli

gious narrative. In Gregory o f Nyssa’s spiritual classic The Life o f  Moses, 
Gregory uses M oses’s journey as an allegory for the Christian life. At a 

certain point in the story, M oses, representing the Christian disciple, ascends 
the mountain toward God. Every time M oses glimpses God, God disap

pears farther up the m ountain into “divine darkness,” which represents 
the infinite mystery of God. Through this allegory, Gregory is expressing 

the never-ending nature o f our journey into knowing God. Our deepen

ing experience o f him increases our desire and appetite for more, drawing 
us farther up the eternal mountain. In other words, the more we taste the 
goodness o f G od’s presence, the more of it we yearn for. Consumerism, 
through the unattainability o f its saints and icons, also offers us an ever- 

ascending and yet never-ending journey toward satisfaction.
Jesse Epstein’s short documentary 34 x 25 x 36 provides a philosophi

cal window into a company that makes female mannequins. As the firm’s 
owner declares at the outset, “There are no perfect bodies out there . . . 

we make the perfect body.” The goal, he says, is to “stir up the adrenaline

14. James K. A. Smith, Introducing Radical Orthodoxy: Mapping a Post-Secular Theology 
(Gland Rapids: Baker Academic, 2004).

15. Smith, Desiring the K ingdom , 76.
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in the buyer to say, hmmm, I could look like th at.” Describing a sculptor 
creating a tem plate from  a real hum an model, the chief designer says, 

“H e’s taking the essence o f her [the human model] and capturing what 
her features are about into an image that is actually more than what she 
is. We have the ability to alter things.” Com paring his work to medieval 

religious art, which captured the form of saints, he goes on:

We replicate what the perfect girl is for the times because actually it’s a con
tinuation of the same thing [i.e., religious art], I can see where it would be 
believing in something or, in a way, worshiping something because it’s some
thing that you aim for. Do we worship perfect women? Do we worship people 
that dress in very expensive clothes? It’s playing with people’s minds about 
what their ideal is. In religion the ideal is salvation. What is salvation in our 
current society? Is it being looked upon, being photographed everywhere you 
go? To some people it is very important. People have to believe in something.16

This modern “religious art” presents idealized saints to be emulated, 
and yet they are always out o f reach. W hereas the purpose o f medieval 

art lay in spiritual em ulation, salvation within the lower horizons of the 
modern world is now found through embodied perfection.

This notion points to the myth of attainability within consumerism. 
Although this myth seeks to mimic and displace the religious narrative, there 

is a critical difference between them. Whereas G regory’s vision is fueled 
by the progressive satisfaction of our spiritual yearning, which spurs us on 

to experience more of God, consumerism— like all forms of idolatry— is 
driven by intensifying promises that end up giving us nothing. Happiness 

and fulfillment always lie just out of reach.
In contrast to the progressive fulfillment o f the Christian journey, con

sumerism is a form of institutionalized dissatisfaction that whets our appe
tite but leaves us hungry, revealing the myth o f freedom within consumerism. 

Having presented themselves as priests offering salvation, consumption 
and acquisition become gods in their own right. As we follow these false 

gods up the mountain, they offer us progressive self-realization and control 
through personal choice. In reality, we are caught in a downward spiral of 

provisional commitments.

16. 34 x  25 x  36  (Los A ngeles: N ew  D ay Film s, 2009).
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Consumerism and Sexuality

Consum ers o f  Everything, Producers o f  N othing

Stanley Hauerwas argues that capitalism ’s approach to human identity 

and social relations undermines the formation of sexual fidelity by shaping 
our choices along purely consum erist lines. Capitalism , he says, creates 

“sexual identities through the construction o f our bodies by econom ic 

forces that make us willing consumers capable o f producing nothing.”17 
As our sexuality has become increasingly detached from its essential pur

poses— relationships, m arriage, and children— it has becom e simply a 

mode of consumption. As a result, human sexuality has become part of the 
entertainment industry— a choice to be catered to rather than a vocation 

that serves any greater goal. Our sexual choices are seen as just different 

modes o f consumption within an infinite spectrum of choice, without any 
one choice having an intrinsic priority over the others.18

As part o f the entertainment industry, sexuality has fallen prey to con

sumerism’s scheduled obsolescence, which thrives on short-term  com m it

ments and so inherently favors transient human relationships. Consumerism 
trains us to acquire, consume, and move on, with novelty as our guiding 

impulse. The sad reality, though, is that what we do with things, we will 
inevitably do with people. The modern world has taught us to com part

mentalize our lives, so that we can be different people at work, at home, in 

church, or in the shopping mall. But we cannot avoid the reality that each 
of us is a socio-psycho-somatic whole.

Loving the W orld, O ne at a Tim e

Popular media and social com m entators have made much of the idea 
that we’re living in a “hook up” generation, meaning that sex “without 

strings attached” is becoming the cultural norm. In reality, though, this trend 
has been greatly exaggerated. M ost people still believe that sex should go 

hand in hand with an ongoing relationship and that it is im portant to be

17. Hauerwas, Better H ope, 50.
18. Ibid. See also N icholas Boyle, Who Are We N ow ? Christian H um anism and the 

G lobal M arket from  H egel to H eaney  (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 
1988), 59.
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faithful while in a relationship. In fact, the dominant sexual script today, 
the narrative that rules above all others, is serial m onogam y}9

This represents a subtle but tectonic shift in the dynamics of modern 
relationships. Although most people still believe in monogamous relation
ships, these have become brief and tenuous, so that people move in and 
out o f them more readily. The prevailing wisdom tells us, “No matter the 
number o f relationships, so long as they’re one at a tim e!”20

This clearly lines up with the disciplines encouraged by our culture’s 
consumerist matrix. Within this environment we are trained to desire things 

but also to remain aloof from the very products and services that promise 
us fulfillment. We must continually seek the option that offers the most 

features at the lowest cost. We salivate over the latest sm artphone, but 
only until it is usurped by a slimmer and more loaded model. And so with 
relationships. The consumerist self is taught to seek the most features for 

the lowest price, as well as to hold open all future options.
M ost o f the young people surveyed by Regnerus and Uecker believe 

that they can swim with the fast-flowing current o f this sexual script in 
their twenties and thirties and then, at the appropriate m om ent, simply 

choose to swim in the opposite direction— that is, to enter into a per
manent relationship and raise a family. This is surely dangerous hubris. 
It would seem obvious that serial monogamy, as an expression o f the 

consum erist self, form s the sort o f person who is unable to enter into 
anything perm anent, let alone the demands and sacrifices o f m arriage 

and family.

Breaking D ow n Artificial Walls

The bottom line is that as Western Christians we tend to compartmental
ize our lives, especially our sex lives. We might ask, “W hat on earth could the 
market economy or shopping malls have to do with our sexual decisions?” 
Or, if we do  see the connection, we take the existence o f capitalism as a 
positive and unquestionable part o f a Christian belief structure. Calling 
this assumption into question, M ark Regnerus demonstrates how tightly 
and dubiously connected our consumerist outlook is with our vision of

19. Regnerus and Uecker, Premarital Sex, 70.
20. Ibid.
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sexuality. He observes the d ear “antifamily sentim ent” within the sodal 
sdence research community, which sees marriage and family as an optional 
extra once a person’s education is com plete and his or her career and 
financial trajectory are secure.21 Rather than being essential, families are 
merely additions to the unrestricted individual.

W hat is most striking, though, is that even the so-called defenders of 
the family— religious conservatives— often play by the same rules. Reg
nerus critiques the Christian R ight’s thin vision of marriage and family 
as it fights to protect certain legal definitions and rights for the traditional 
family while the Christian community fails to address the causes that un
dermine the health and resilience of families within the church. We focus 
on the law  o f the family rather than on the life o f the family, which is what 
makes it worth protecting in the first place. Connecting this specifically to 
consumerism, Regnerus notes that “family-focused conservatives want to 
have their cake (no sex before marriage) and eat it too (delayed marriage 
and fam ily form ation— the triumph of free market consum er-oriented 
individualism).”22

If we in the church are serious about marriage and family, we need to ac
knowledge that we have encouraged this generation to exist in an untenable 
space by asking them to remain chaste within a prolonged and, for many, 
unrealistic time frame. This situation tends to breed hypocrisy and shame 
rather than vision and mature faith. We need to creatively and practically 
prepare young people for marriage and family, to resist the form ation of 
the consumerist self within our congregations, to support younger mar
riages, and to nourish families. But more o f that later.

Sexuality and Technology

“The Dirty M ind  and Lonely H eart o f  John  M ayer”13

If consumerism is shaping our sexual lives today, then its influence is 
nowhere more powerful than within the disembodied realm of cyberspace.

21. Regnerus, Forbidden Fruit, 213.
22. Ibid., 214.
23. Erik Hedegaard, “The Dirty Mind and Lonely Heart of John Mayer,” Rolling Stone, 

June 6, 2012, http://www.rollingstone.com/music/news/the-dirty-mind-and-lonely-heart 
-of-john-mayer-20120606.
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Popular musician John Mayer gave a brief, honest, and culturally prophetic 
interview to Playboy magazine in 2011. An im portant aside about Mayer 
is that he is not perceived as a seedy fringe figure. He is a young, hand
some, and influential musician who has dated many of the sirens o f the 
pop and celebrity world. Yet in this interview he describes a world where 

fantasy effortlessly trumps real experience on any given day. M ayer’s in
terview illuminates the growing influence o f the virtual sexual mall. As 

he describes himself,

I’m a self-soother. The Internet, DVR, Netflix, Twitter— all these things are 
moments in time throughout your day when you’re able to soothe yourself.
We have an autonomy of comfort and pleasure. By the way, pornography?
. . . You wake up in the morning, open a thumbnail page, and it leads to a 
Pandora’s box of visuals. There have probably been days when I saw 300 
[naked women] before I got out of bed. Internet pornography has abso
lutely changed my generation’s expectations. How does that not affect the 
psychology of having a relationship with somebody? It’s got to. This is my 
problem now: Rather than meet somebody new, I would rather go home 
and replay the amazing experiences I’ve already had. What that explains is 
that I’m more comfortable in my imagination than I am in actual human 
discovery. The best days of my life are when I’ve dreamed about a sexual 
encounter with someone I’ve already been with.24

Mayer makes his point with frightening clarity: we cannot keep sexual 
fantasy as a separate com partm ent in our lives, neatly sealed off from our 

other relationships. T hat is an illusion. Online pornography makes it dif
ficult for a user to stay present in his or her flesh-and-blood relationships. 

Sexual fantasy generates a destructive loop by shaping our expectations for 
real-life relationships while also displacing those relationships.

It’s no wonder that Jesus made such a point o f reconnecting our sexual 
imaginations with our practical lives when he warned that lusting after a 
woman is tantam ount to sleeping with her.25 This extreme teaching was a 

typical rabbinic form of moral instruction, meant to shock the listener. In 
other words, our imagination shapes the contours o f our lives.

24. Full transcript of interview available at http://www.thepaparazzis.com/john-mayer 
-playboy-interview-full-text-apology-video/.

25. M att. 5:28.
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Em bracing Erotic Robotics: The Future o f  Technological 
Intimacy

Unfortunately, John Mayer does not have the final word on the future of 
detached intimacy. David Levy is a former world chess champion, computer 
scientist, and CEO  of a leading computer software company that special
izes in “sm art” toys for children. These toys, such as robotic pets, mimic 
the experience of looking after, talking to, and playing with live pets. They 

train us at an early age to see these artificial interactions as “real.” Levy’s 
firm has won the world’s most prestigious award in conversational software 
for convincing people that they were speaking with another person and not 

a machine.
Levy wrote a book with the arresting title Love and Sex with Robots: 

The Evolution o f  Hum an-Robot Relationships. H e predicts that within 
forty years, sexual intimacy with robots will become as common as with 
humans.26 Instead of being alarmed by this, Levy says that it will offer us many 
benefits, such as an infinitely more creative sex life! It will actually enhance 

our real-life relationships, he says, by allowing us to practice friendship and 
intimacy with machines. But Levy goes even further by suggesting that mar
riage to robots may be better than human relationships, offering the upsides 
of normal marriage without the downsides of infidelity, illness, conflict, and 
complex differences (robots don’t grow up in dysfunctional families). For 
Levy, the only question we should ask is, “Does the robot make me happy?”

M IT  professor Sherry Turkle describes being disturbed by Levy’s book 
because of its blindness to the critical differences between human intimacy 
and robotic interaction, which is not “intimacy” at all. Intimacy, she says, 
is possible only with a mutual “other.” Intimacy requires a certain type of 
consciousness, a genuine core o f feeling, which allows us to interact and 
identify with each other. Aping “humanness” does not create genuine human 
interaction.27 Turkle negatively reviewed Levy’s book, only to be accused by an 
angry Scientific American reporter o f “species chauvinism”; that is, she was 
denying robots their right to “realness” and their own distinctive qualities.28

26. David Levy, Love and Sex with R obots: The Evolution o f  H um an-Robot Relation
ships (New York: HarperCollins, 2008), 303-10.

27. Sherry Turkle, A lone Together: Why We Expect M ore from  Technology and Less 
from  Each Other (New York: Basic Books, 2012), 5 -6 .

28. Ibid., 7 -8 .
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For the agitated reporter, the marriage robot was not just “better than 
nothing,” a mere substitute for the real thing, but potentially “better than 
something,” a genuine alternative to messy human relationships. Although 
this all sounds like something from a dystopian science-hction movie, these 
are some o f the most respected voices in their fields and, in Levy’s case, 
someone who is playing an influential role in modern childhood formation.

Turkle’s observations are particularly poignant in assessing our culture’s 
changing expectations for personal relationships. W hat is most im portant, 
she says, is not whether Levy’s predictions come true but what they say 
about our present willingness to accept the soothing balm of false intima
cies in place o f genuine companionship. Turkle describes an encounter 
with a young woman at a conference where she was giving a presentation 
on anthropom orphism  (when robots do humanlike things that cause us 

to think of them as an “other”):

During a session break, the graduate student, Anne, a lovely, raven-haired 
woman in her mid-twenties, wanted specifics. She confided that she would 
trade in her boyfriend “for a sophisticated Japanese robot” if the robot would 
produce what she called “caring behavior.” She told me that she relied on a 
“feeling of civility in the house.” She did not want to be alone. She said, “If 
the robot could provide that environment, I would be happy to help produce 
the illusion that there is somebody really with me.” She was looking for a 
“no-risk relationship” that would stave off loneliness. A responsive robot, even 
one just exhibiting scripted behavior, seemed better to her than a demanding 
boyfriend. I asked her, gently, if she was joking. She told me she was not.29

Genuine feeling was not essential to this young woman as long as the 
perform ance o f feeling seemed genuine. As this sad encounter suggests, 
technology is most seductive when it offers to salve our human vulner
abilities. And we are at our most vulnerable in our intimate relationships.

C onnection without C om m union : Relational D etachm ent 
in a Digital World

As much as we need each other and yearn for genuine friendship, the 
digital world offers an infinite variety of contexts that allow us to hide from

29. Ib id ., 8.
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each other by controlling the types o f interactions we have.30 One of the 
risks posed by social media, for instance, is that it offers wide but shallow 
relationships. It creates a veil, which allows us to mediate our exposure 
to other people. This inevitably tempts us to become pseudo-avatars, or 
slightly adjusted versions of ourselves. As we spend increasingly more time 
“connecting” with each other online, it raises the question o f whether 
social media is stimulating genuine relationships or just simulating them. 
Are we sharing our lives with others, or are we just broadcasting them? 
Are we learning the rhythms of intimacy, or are we too busy pleasing the 
adoring crowd? These are im portant questions because we are increasingly 
“doing relationships” virtually.31

In 2014 the social media giant Facebook had 1.31 billion users, and 
Nielsen Research found that Am erican teenagers are sending 3 ,146 mes
sages per m onth , which translates to over 100 every day. Even those 
under twelve years o f age are sending 1,146 messages per m onth. These 
staggering findings suggest that young people today are hyperconnected; 
at the sam e tim e, they spend less tim e in face-to -face  relationships.32 
Turkle describes the weakening of friendship that is occurring am ong 
young people today as a result o f the “flattening” out o f our form s of 
com m unication.

We are connected as we’ve never been connected before, and we seem to have 
damaged ourselves in the process. A 2010 analysis of data from over fourteen 
thousand college students over the past thirty years [in the US] shows that 
since the year 2000, young people have reported a dramatic decline in interest 
in other people. Today’s college students are, for example, far less likely to 
say that it is valuable to try to put oneself in the place of others or to try to 
understand their feelings. The authors of this study associate students’ lack 
of empathy with the availability of online games and social networking. An 
online connection can be deeply felt, but you only need to deal with the part 
of the person you see in your game world or social network. Young people 
don’t seem to feel they need to deal with more, and over time they lose the

30. Ibid., 225.
31. Ibid., 202.
32. Roger Entner, “Under-Aged Texting Usage and Actual C ost,” Nielsen Newswire, 

January 27, 2010, http://www.nielsen.com/us/en/newswire/2010/under-aged-texting-usage 
-and-actual-cost.html. Nielsen analyzes more than forty thousand mobile bills every month 
in the United States to determine what consumers are spending their money on.
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in c lin a tio n . O n e  m ig h t say th a t  a b so rb ed  in th o se  th ey  have “fr ie n d e d ,” 

ch ild ren  lose in terest in friend sh ip .33

As the researchers suggest, this generation is so absorbed with self
concern and saturated in media that they have very little time for empa
thizing with others. This is one o f the most significant form ational and 
relational challenges facing both pastors and parents today. How can we 
prom ote genuine com m unities o f friendship within a frenetic world o f 
online connections? How do we encourage face-to-face social contexts that 
slow the communication down, allowing empathy, trust, patience, kindness, 
and joy to develop, both as personal capacities and as social dynamics within 
our churches? Indeed, it is these virtues and environments that provide the 
foundation for genuine Christian discipleship and relationships.

And so we come full circle in our conversation about consumerism and 
the form ation of personal identity. Consumerism’s glorification of things 

and commodification of people comes into full view with both the sociable 
robot and the mechanization of friendship through social media. We are 

left with a worrying symmetry whereby, as Turkle says, we are increasingly 
“determined to give human qualities to objects and content to treat each 

other as ob jects.”34
T his phenom enon reflects our cultural Zeitgeist and reveals the way 

moderns think about sexual and relational intimacy within the utilitar
ian mind-set. In this pragm atic-efficient way of thinking, sexual desire 
and our quest for intim acy are simply human needs that can be met in 
different ways. Just as we can receive essential vitamins from vegetables 
or a convenient pill, our relational needs can be met by any number o f 

purpose-made products.
The key within this consumerist mind-set is not what we are connecting 

with— another person, digital imagery, or a physical humanoid— but the 
satisfaction of our perceived needs. We are increasingly com plicit with the 
illusion of intimacy as long as it appears to satisfy those needs. Like John 
Mayer, we are becoming more willing to trade the messy but rich reality 
o f human relationships for the false allure o f simulation, which promises 

“intim acy” without risk.

33. Turkle, Alone Together, 292-93.
34. Ibid., xiv.
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Getting Together in the Ether: Online Dating as 
Cupid in a Brave New World

O ne o f the m ost significant trends influencing relationships and sexual 
behavior today is online dating. Digital matchmaking looks set to become 
the most im portant theme shaping modern relationships, via the growing 
influence of dating websites, including Christian providers. Whereas in the 
early 1990s less than 1 percent of relationships started online, that figure 
has risen to over 20 percent in recent years. Between thirty and forty mil
lion people in North America now use one o f over fifteen hundred internet 
dating websites, and the number of users in the United States is growing by 
70 percent every year. It has become an industry worth over $1.5 billion, 
tempting other big online players like Facebook to move into the market.35

Online dating offers an alluring promise. By selectively matching us up 
within a virtually unlimited pool o f prospects, internet dating promises 
that we are all but assured of finding true love. This is not just a secular 
trend. Christian websites have been quick to embrace this new phenomenon, 
with the extra allure o f divine destiny to sugar the pill. W hether we like 
it or not, online dating is here to stay. Trends over the last decade suggest 
that digital matchmaking will soon be the dominant way that relationships 
come into being. One author says that online dating represents a shift as 
significant as the sexual revolution of the 1960s in changing our approach 
to love and rom ance.36

It cannot be denied that online dating has some im portant benefits. My 
wife and I know several married couples who met online across far-flung 
continents and cultures to form  lasting partnerships. For other friends 
who had been traumatized by past relationships, dating websites were safe 
environments to test the waters again without fully exposing themselves to 
the risks of rejection. Online dating also offers broader horizons to those 

who are socially or geographically isolated. As a result, many Christians 
and church leaders seem unable to conceive o f any reason why we might 
pause for thought at the prospect o f online dating. If it works, what could 
possibly be wrong with it?

35. Ibid., 46.
36. Dan Slater, Love in the Tim e o f  Algorithms: What Technology D oes to M eeting and  

Mating (New York: Current, 2013), 120.
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But how is this bustling m arketplace subtly shaping our underlying 

thinking about intimate relationships? In particular, given the consumerist 
dynamic at its heart, how does online dating affect the Christian vision 

o f relationships as committed, mutually sacrificial, and resilient partner

ships? W hat if online dating makes it too easy to meet someone new? W hat 

if it raises the bar for a “good” relationship too  high, while constantly 

dangling attractive alternatives in front o f us? W hat if the prospect o f an 
ever-more-compatible mate just a click away tempts us to chase the elusive 

end of the rainbow?

W hen Love Becom es a Com m odity

Online dating is a business. It is designed around a purpose, and we need 

to understand how it seeks to shape its users according to that purpose. If 
consumerism thrives on short-term  commitments, we see these incentives 

embedded within online matchmaking. Dating sites, particularly those with 

monthly subscription fees, do best when relationships last long enough 
to build our trust in the algorithm, but not when we swap dating for the 

wedding altar. There is an essential conflict o f interest between what we 

ultimately want and what the system requires o f us. Within the consum

erist model, a permanently paired-off dater is a lost revenue stream. This 

acknowledgment is embedded in the practices o f online dating websites. 

Well after their accounts become inactive, users on popular websites re

ceive messages that new people are browsing their profiles and want to 
talk. In the words o f a senior M atch.com  executive, “M ost o f our users 

are return custom ers.”37 Online dating sites offer the promise o f romance 

and companionship, but their success relies on love remaining just out of 

reach or occurring in a series o f short bursts. In this way, they affirm and 

encourage the modern sexual script o f serial monogamy.
These dynam ics are reflected also in the interactions between users. 

O nline m atchm aking is, at its heart, transactional. On many websites 

people pay a subscription fee and, in exchange, are presented with people 
who fit their request. At its most fundamental level, online dating offers

37. Dan Slater, “A M illion First Dates: How Online Romance Is Threatening M onog
amy,” The Atlantic, January 2 ,2013 , http://www.tlieatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2013/01 
/a-million-first-dates/309195/.
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a convenient and alluring consum er experience. From the safety o f our 
computers or smartphones, we can observe and choose from a wide range 
of “com patible” options. We even get to make tentative contact and ask 
questions about each “product” to find out more before we try it on. This 
echoes Sherry Turkle’s earlier warning about the tem ptation of trusting 
our intimacies to technology. Given that consumerism has so heavily con
ditioned our approach to life, it is difficult for us to differentiate between 

people and things, or people as things to be consumed.
In 2011, a consultant to online-dating companies published the results 

from a survey of thirty-nine of the industry’s executives called “How Has 
Internet Dating Changed Society?”38 These insiders agreed that online dat

ing had “made people more disposable” and may be partly responsible for a 
rise in divorce rates. Instead of seeing this as a problem, though, they argued 
that internet dating is helping people to realize that they can end mediocre 

relationships. As a result o f these higher expectations, “low quality, unhappy 
and unsatisfying marriages are being destroyed as people drift to internet 
dating sites.”39 But the question is whether online dating is really saving us 
from unhappy connections or rather fundamentally reshaping our notion of 
what love actually is. As online dating becomes more like internet shopping, 
we should be wary of its claims to offer emotional and relational satisfaction.

In M achines We Trust: hutting O ur Faith in the Algorithm

Like most technology-driven services, internet dating has gone through 
several phases over the past fifteen years. The first phase basically offered 
users an online shopping mall where they could browse a wide range of 
profiles from a safe distance. The principles were similar to normal dating, 

just with massively increased choice and less up-front awkwardness. But the 
second phase changed the landscape radically. As the horizons of choice 
increased to unmanageable levels, computer algorithms offered “science 
based” compatibility screening. That freed users from the tyranny of choice, 
the sense o f becoming paralyzed when faced with thousands of profiles, 

like in an overcrowded room. All they had to do was describe themselves, 
their characteristics, and their preferences, and a machine would do the rest.

3 8 . Ibid.
3 9 . Ibid.
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A third phase has recently changed the picture again. D ating apps 
through social media and on smartphones, tablets, and other mobile de
vices mean that users can now seamlessly incorporate online dating into 
their everyday lives. They can date on the run. This mobile option offers 
users a more spontaneous experience; it blurs the boundaries between 
online and off-line dating.

The most powerful promise o f these sophisticated online matchmakers 
is that we can find a “soul m ate” who shares our core preferences, interests, 
and dispositions. The basic assumption is that similarity between people 
is the key ingredient for good relationships. But most scientific research, 
as well as the experience of married couples down through the ages, chal
lenges this idea. A 2012 metastudy of online dating research undertaken 
by five US-based social psychologists reviewed the results o f four hundred 
research studies.40 They found little evidence that internet matchmaking 
services were improving rom antic outcomes, and they found in some cases 
that these algorithms were undermining the results. As they say, “By sug
gesting that compatibility can be established from a relatively small bank 
of trait-based inform ation about a person— whether by a m atchmaker’s 
algorithm  or by the user’s own glance at a profile— online dating sites 
may be supporting an ideology of com patibility that decades o f scientific 
research suggests is false.”41

Even if com patibility were a firm foundation for relationships, one o f 
the main problems with dating online is the accuracy of the information 
users offer. Online dating allows us to conceal ourselves by massaging the 
details o f our lives. Research found that 80 percent o f people on dating 
websites misrepresent fundamental inform ation in their profiles, such as 
their height, weight, or age. It turns out that some of the things people 
say about themselves are aspirational rather than honest. This is certainly 
true o f a number of our Christian friends, who have admitted to “helping 
themselves out a b it” because o f the huge com petition to be noticed by 
others on dating websites. This places the whole premise o f com puter
generated com patibility on even shakier ground.

At a more fundamental level, com puter algorithm s fail to reflect the 
richer mystery o f human identity and romantic attraction. As the thinking

40. Finkel et al., “Online Dating,” 51.
41. Ibid.
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goes, if a woman has seen a photo and gotten a guy’s key stats, career pros
pects, and political leanings, then she’s ready to go. But people and their 

interactions are far more complex than that. It turns out that people are 
much more like wine. W hen we taste something we like, we can describe 

it— but it’s usually not a very useful description. Still, we know whether we 

like it or not. As with wine, so also with people. It is the complexity and 

completeness of the face-to-face experience that sums up a whole range of 
intuitions and preferences. The intuitive aspects o f romantic relationships 

are hard to pin down, but they are our m ost valuable way o f assessing 

friendships and potential relationships at the outset.

Underneath the practical question o f whether online dating actually 

works, there lie some deeper philosophical issues. Are we really happy 

to entrust our intimacies to a computer algorithm and its masters? Does 
online dating encourage a separation between sex and love? Does the al

lure o f an infinite pool o f choice render our real relationships contingent 

and soluble?

The M yth o f  Infinite Choice

It is tem pting to believe that an online m atchm aker with a database 

o f millions o f potential partners from every corner o f the globe can offer 
something like the perfect soul mate. When we see limited options within 

our church or among our friends, or if we find ourselves in a complex re

lationship, this idea of unlimited choice is tantalizing. However, this also 
leads to the sort of freeze we experience in a supermarket aisle when faced 

with one hundred varieties o f cheese. How can we be sure we will choose 
the right one? There are just too many options and too many variables.

There is a general acceptance among both social observers and industry 

insiders that this aspect o f online dating is profoundly reshaping our ap

proach to sex, love, and relationships. This idea makes intuitive sense, but 
it has also been demonstrated by a host o f sociological studies over the 

past twenty years. These studies show that our willingness to com m it to 

a particular relationship depends on our perception of good alternatives. 
Given that online websites offer us a nearly infinite range of potential 

partners, this phenomenon seems set to undermine our ability to enter 

and sustain long-term relationships.
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Dan Slater describes the archetypical experience o f a thirtysomething 
named Jacob .42 Before dating online, he found it difficult to find a girlfriend 
and was reluctant to let relationships end because of the fear of being left 
alone. He describes how his experience changed radically when he joined 
an online dating service. Suddenly he was regularly dating women whom he 
perceived to he “above” his level. He eventually developed a stable relationship 
with a “young and beautiful” woman named Rachel. But after a couple of 
years, the relationship seemed to be coming to an end. Rather than trying to 

work things out (as he would have done previously), Jacob let the relationship 
lapse because, having met Rachel so easily online, he felt that he could just as 

easily find someone else. He even reactivated his online dating subscription 
on the day they broke up, noting that the options had gotten significantly 
better during the two years that he had been off the website. He says,

I’m about 95 percent certain that if I’d met Rachel offline, and if I’d never 
done online dating, I would’ve married her. At that point in my life, I would’ve 
overlooked everything else and done whatever it took to make things work. 
Did online dating change my perception of permanence? No doubt. When 
I sensed the breakup coming, I was okay with it. . . .  I was eager to see what 
else was out there.43

O bserving that online dating inevitably weakens the m ortar within 
existing relationships, a senior industry executive sees this as a positive 
development. “Historically relationships have been billed as ‘hard’ because, 
historically, commitment has been the goal. You could say online dating 
is simply changing people’s ideas about whether com m itm ent itself is a 
life value.”44 This view is supported by another executive in Britain who 
wonders “whether matching you up with great people is getting so efficient, 

and the process so enjoyable, that marriage will become obsolete.”45 
In his 2004 book The Paradox o f  Choice, psychologist Barry Schwartz 

indicts a society that sanctifies freedom of choice so profoundly that the 
benefits o f infinite options seem self-evident. He argues that “a large array 
of options may diminish the attractiveness o f what people actually choose,

42. Slater, Love in the Tim e o f  Algorithms, 109-14.
43. Ibid., 114.
44. Ibid., 121.
4 5 . Ibid.
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the reason being that thinking about the attractions o f some of the un- 
chosen options detracts from the pleasure derived from the chosen one.”46 

Psychologists who study relationships say that three ingredients generally 
determine the strength of commitment: overall satisfaction with the rela

tionship, the investment put into it (time and effort, shared experiences, 
emotions, and so on), and the quality o f perceived alternatives. It is hard 
not to conclude that online dating overwhelmingly undermines the first and 

third of these key factors. People will become less willing to work through 
the inevitable rough patches and issues within a marriage or relationship 
when there is an ocean of alternatives to be explored.

Despite the high ideals o f its claims, the ultimate vision of online dating 
may be shaped by the idea that romance should be a series o f existential 
encounters rather than part of the process of finding a lifelong partner. In 

light of this, we should be suspicious of the bold claims that online dating 
will satisfy our longing for love.

But What about the Christian E xperience?

Surely, though, C hristians march to the beat o f a different drum . . . 
right? It is true that Christian dating websites and their users tend to have 

a higher vision of marriage and committed relationships than their secu
lar peers. Yet this strength may morph into a disadvantage in the arena 
of Christian online dating. The less immediate sexual priorities and the 
smaller pool o f potential local partners means that the search tends to 

extend farther geographically. The m ajority of our Christian friends who 
have dated online tended to be in conversation with people in different 
states, countries, or continents. This significantly changes the nature of 
the courting and relational discernment process, which tends to be one
dimensional and conducted in private.

One of my friends was due to be the best man at a Christian wedding. 
Yet as the event approached, the groom decided not to go through with the 
marriage. Some months later, my friend received an email from the previ
ously reluctant groom announcing that he was now married to someone 
else whom he had met online. None of his family or circle o f close friends

46. Barry Schwartz, The Paradox o f  C hoice : Why M ore Is Less (New York: Harper- 
Perennial, 2004), 20.
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had met the bride or been invited to the wedding. This scenario is highly 
problematic because it lures us to explore the world o f love as an avatar 
among other avatars rather than as a person embedded within a commu
nity. Such isolation bypasses our traditional discernment filters, such as the 
perspectives of friends, family, and older people whom we trust. We also 
learn an enormous amount about a potential partner by engaging with their 
core communities. Although off-line relationships tend to be messy, risky, 
and sometimes embarrassing, there is a social honesty and accountability 
about them that is essential during the courting process.

Concluding Thoughts: Consuming Love

Within the overarching vision of modern capitalism, we are truly becom 
ing consumers of everything, including intimacy. We have created a global 
hypermarket o f potential love partners, all just a click away. As this giant 
romantic m atrix (a sort o f Franken-cupid) becomes the most common way 
that relationships are formed, Christian leaders should consider what influ
ence this is having on those they care for spiritually— and on the quality of 
their relationships. A corrupting dynamic does not inevitably mean that 
we will be corrupted by it. Yet we have perhaps overplayed the extent to 
which we are free to make choices over and above our formative contexts 

and the visions o f life they promote.
The promise o f infinite choice can easily coalesce, even for Christians, 

with secular distortions o f love. The rom antic ideal that a soul mate is 
waiting out there somewhere becomes, within Christian circles, the mythi
cal notion of “the one”— that perfectly compatible person whom God has 
been preparing for us. Large-scale dating websites offer us, in one efficient 
search, the answer to our quest to find this perfect partner within the whole 
o f G od’s creation. But the question is whether this quest for “the one” 
weakens our ability to pursue the potential relationships that are right in 
front of us or to work through a relationship to which we’re already com 
mitted. The main concern relating to online dating is that it encourages 
the dislocation o f romantic relationships from our natural communities. It 
tempts us to travel through the world as private and independent consumers 
o f people as much as things. Yet as holistic beings, whatever we do with 
things, we will inevitably do with people.
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