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What isit that Christians ought to say and do about theissue of sexual relations between single people? This
question currently pressesmost painfully upon thelife of the churches. Thereal issueisnot whether the churches
ought to adopt anew sexud ethic, but whether the new sexua ethicthey areinfact in the processof adoptingisone
that is*worthy of (their) caling.” Let meexplain.

In 1982, Newsweek magazine published theresults of apoll carried out by two scholarsat JohnsHopkinsUniver-
Sity. It showed that one out of every five young women who reach the age of fifteen admitted to having had sexua
intercourse. By thetimethese young women reach sixteen thefigurerisesto onein three, and by thetimethey are
seventeen thenumber isoneof every two. If weadd to thisthe sexua activity of young men of the sameage, of gay
men and |esbian women at alater stage of life, and that of unmarried and divorced heterosexual couples, it be-
comesclear that the sexua practice of peoplein our society isquitedifferent fromthat held to be normative by the
traditional teaching of thechurches.

The notable changein behavior that hastaken place over the past thirty yearswould not be of such great signifi-
canceif it were not accompanied aswell by achangeintheway peoplethink about sexual relations. There have,
after all, been many periods and placeswhere sexual practice has been quiteloose. There have aswell been
periods and placeswhereit hasbeen quite strictly controlled. Changesin behavior are not new, but theway in
which we asasociety are now beginning to think about that behavior isquite new.

JamesNe son’svery popular book, Embodiment, providesan exemplary instance of revisionist Christianthinking
onthissubject, and it does so for two reasons. Thefirst and most obviousisthat what he hasto say captures so
well the essence of therevisionist argument, and second it makesclear that the argument of therevisionistsisthe
samewhether they are speaking of heterosexual or homosexual relations. Thissecond point isimportant because
thetwo issuesare usualy treated separately-asif what one argued about rel ations between membersof the same
sex wasquitedifferent from what one might argue about rel ations between peopl e of different sexes. Though these
two casesmay bedigtinct, theissuesin both arenot dl that different. Inlarge measure, they engagethesamepoints,
andthusitisamistakein moral reasoning to addressthem asif they were utterly discreteissues.

Thelineof argument Nelson himsealf followsmakesthisvery point and showsit to bealinethat isquiteexplicitin
theargumentsbeing made by the new reformers. What he hasto say about sexud rel ationsbetween single people,
bethey heterosexual or homosexual, isof apiecewith, and in the end but an extension of, what he says about
marital relationsthemselves. The basic point to be made about all formsof sexual relationisthat they are supposed
to beameansfor the*“ expression of love” and so also for the establishment and maintenance of “ communion.”

They are, therefore, appropriate only when acertain degree of “loving commitment” ispresent. Whenthisdegree
of loveand commitment is present, they areacceptable. Itissimply the casethat sexua relationsare” natura” to
“embodied” life, and so may be (andindeed usudly are) necessary for thewholenessand fulfillment of individuas
no matter what their marital status, sexual orientation, or gender identification may be.

Themoral acceptability of theserel ations, then, isseen to depend not on an undertaking thetermsof which areset
by Divine providence but on the motivationsand intentions of moral agents, and on the natureand consequences of
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their acts. The acceptable motivefor asexual relationshipislove; the acceptableintentionisthat “ each genital act
shouldaim at human fulfillment andwholeness.” * Fulfillment” and“wholeness’ inturnaresaidtoinvolveemotiona
sustenance, healing, and, most of dl, growth for the partiesinvolved. Ascan easily be anticipated, inthisschemeof
thingsthe sexua act itself isto bejudged not on the basisof goodsthat areinternaly related totheact itsalf (unity
and procreation), but onthe basisof whether or notitis”loveless.” Alovelessactisonethat is“ coercive, debasing
toothers sengtivities, utterly impersonal, [or] obsessed solely by physical gratification.”

Nelson’spoint iseasily grasped, but it iseasy to missits staggering implication, namely, that thereis, properly
speaking, no special ethicfor sexua relations. Sexua actsareto bejudged inthesameway dl other actsareto be
judged: onthebasisof whether they promoteflourishing and avoid harm and coercion. Sexua acts, likeall others,
have no particular goods or endsthat are proper to them, and for thisreason, likeall acts, areto be assessed only
onthebasisof intention onthe onehand and resultson the other. Thereis, asNelson says, no act that is* inherently
right or wrong.”

Nevertheless, precisely because moral actsarerelativeinthisway, inall sexual relations certain promisesare
necessary if the partiesinvolved are not to harm oneanother, affront one another’ sdignity, or illegitimately rob one
another of their liberty. ThusNe soninsists, asdo most of thenew reformers, that inal sexua relationsthere ought
to be present “commitment,” “ openness’ (or “vulnerability”), and“care.”

Now these universally mandated promisesareto be not madein relation to the particular undertakingsthat might
ariseout of individual needsand desires. Neither arethey mandated by theintrins c nature of the actsthemselves
nor by the set nature of the undertakings of which those actsmay rightly beapart. They aremandated smply to
promote “respect for persons’ and so to insurethat their rights are not trampled upon. These promisesdo not
derivefrom undertakingsor fromamora character intrinsic to human acts. They deriveinstead fromtheneedto
protect therightsof individuasto choose their undertakings and so contract by meansof promisesfor particular
goodsin the sexual market place.

In making thisargument, Nel son speakswith the voice of our culture, andin so doing givesexpressontotheviews
of asignificant number of Christiansaswell. It isclear that what he says appliesto marital relations, adulterous
relations, and to rel ations between single peopl e both of the same and of opposite sex. Thereisno special lineof
reasoning needed for any of theseformsof rel ationship because eachisbut another form of expressinglovewitha
view to the establishment and mai ntenance of communion and for the promotion of growth.

Theobjectionstothispostion arewel | known. It is, say many, quitecontrary to theplain senseof Scripture. Critics
further insist that termslike” commitment,” “vulnerability,” and “ care’ asused by the new reformersare, when
compared to the vows demanded in the marriagerite, both extraordinarily limited in their content and vaguein
respect to the matter of duration. Thislimitation of both theextent and duration of the bond that ought to link people
inasexua relation hastheeffect of making such rel ationsincreasingly unstableand a the sametimeof trimmingthe
virtuesrequired of theagentsinvolvedinthem.

Criticspoint out further that the new reformers must make adivisionin principle between the sexual and marital
goodsof unity and procrestion and thereby makelicit formsof “ baby making” that have, in principle, no connection
with“lovemaking.” Thepoint isaso madethat if theargumentsof the new reformersare applied, asusually they
are, both to heterosexua sand homosexualss, they effectively erasethemoral significance (for sexua relations) of
the sexua and gender-rel ated differences between men and women.

I n response, proponents of Nelson’s position charge that the understanding of the Bible held by defenders of the
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“traditiond ethic” givesundueauthority to specifictexts. Theseare after all relativeto timeand circumstance and
are subject to judgment on the basisof whether or not they servethe purposesof love. Advocatesclam further that
the*traditional ethic” has plunged peopleinto precipitousand disastrous marriages. They notethat thetraditiona
ethic takes no account of the vastly extended period that now exists between the onset of puberty and the age
when marriageis possible and appropriate. They remind their readers aso of the fact that there are now an
extremely large number of permanently single peopleand that, if they are homosexual, marriageisout of the
guestion for them atogether. They go onto assert that these peopl e are nonethel ess sexua beingswith needsand
desiresthat must not beignored if they areto have hedthy and full lives. They point out that sexual relationshipsare
“natural” to human beings, are part of theworld created by God, are good, and that no one ought to be denied such
arelation smply onthebasisof marital statusor sexua orientation.

Theabove argumentsand counterargumentsarewell known. Itisclear, however, that the partiesto thisdebatein
largemeasure smply talk past each other. Neither engagesthe point the other istrying to make. Onereasonfor this
failureto engagein genuine debateisthat the partiesto the disagreement havevery different viewsboth of moral
agency andthe nature of themord life. Thisdifferenceisan extremely important oneto notefor thesmplereason
that theideas of the new reformersenjoy an increasing appeal -their notions about moral agency and the nature of
themoral life cohering sowell with theviewsabout these mattersthat now are characteristic of American culture.

Thiscoherence can be seeninthe place of honor now given two wordsthat serveto sum up both moral agency and
themoral life. Thewordsare*person” and “self,” and the adequacy of the position of the new reformershinges
largely upon the adequacy of these two words (as now used) to account for the nature of the moral lifeand the
nature of moral agency. Person and self arethewordsthat carry our present-day moral universe, anditissadto
notethat the moretraditional argumentsabout sexua relations havefailed to take their meaning and power into
account. Asaresult, thetraditiona viewsdtill officialy held by the churches seem to many people strangely out of
place. The same cannot be said of the new reformers. They trade upon the current power and meaning of these
words, and thustheir arguments present themsel veswith enormousforce.

Forceof presentation and strength of appeal do not, however, imply anything about adequacy. Here, thefocuswill
benot on*“persons’ andtheir “rights’ but on* selves’ and the various attendant notionsthat givethisconceptionits
resonanceand power. It isreally the notion of the self that providesthe greatest support for the view of promises
and undertakingswe have been tracking. It liesat the heart of revisionist argumentsabout sex, and these cannot be
assessed gpart from an anaysisof the significance and adequacy of “the salf” asamoral notion.

What, inamoral sense, do we convey when werefer to peopleas* selves’? Charles Tayl or has pointed out that
therearethree assumptionsthat serveto givethe salf itsmoral definition. Thefirstisthat the self doesnot define
people by social statusand role but by inwardness, by asubjectivity that gives each moral agent depths. These
depthsmake each self an“individual.” The second isthat the self’sproper sphere of activity is” everyday life’
rather than, let ussay, the mythical landscape of heroesor the heavenly one of saints. Thethirdisthat each self has
abilitiesand that the point of everyday lifeisto discover thoseabilitiesand put them into operation. Inthisway the
self grows, discoversitsdepths, and findsthe satisfactionseveryday lifeis supposed toyield.

Along with thesenotionsof salf comethreemoral ideasthat direct and limit the self’sactivities. Thefirstisbenevo-
lence. Each self ought to act in agenerousfashion toward al other selves so that each self can find the conditions
necessary for itsgrowth and devel opment. The second isjustice understood first of al asthe guarantee of rights.
Each sdf hasdignity and as such should be accorded rightsthat protect that dignity and alow the self to pursueits
good without undueimpediment. Thethird mora ideaisthat suffering can beand ought to beeliminated fromdaily
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life. Indeed, thedimination of suffering, inaway that would strike people of previousagesaswildly utopian, has
becomeamajor socia imperative. Inthemora worldinhabited by “saves” sufferingisinnoway seen aseither an
inevitable or asauseful part of life.

Eventhisbrief summary of Taylor’saccount of the self ought to make clear the*fit” between contemporary notions
of moral agency and theviewsof thenew Christian reformers. If wefurther assumethat “ sexuaity” in someway
definestheinner depthsof the self, andif “ sexuality” isthought to stamp the powersand abilitiesthe self isto
discover, develop, and exerciseinthecourseof daily life, then, al other thingsbeing equd, it makes senseto say
that sexual relationsought not to betied to anything like set undertakings. To speak of sexual undertakingsinthe
way implied by thetraditiona marriageritesof the churchesisto deny people accessto abas ¢ human good from
thestart and for reasonsthat are difficult if not impossiblefor modern peopleto grasp.

| ndeed, thetraditional teachingsof the churches seem neither benevolent nor just, and are most certainly believed
to cause suffering. Given the present social climate, thosenot involved in asexud relation areboundto fed akeen
sense of insufficiency (and perhapsexclusion). L acking such arelation, peopleare apt to fed that their livesare
lacking abasic good, and it therefore makes no senseto most of them to say that, because they are not married.,
cannot marry, or ought not to marry, that they ought al so to abstain from sexual relations.

Assumptionsliketheseabout “ sexudlity” arejust thosethat Michel Foucault saysaccompany modernideasabout
the“self.” Inthefirst volume of The History of Sexuality, Foucault saysthat “ sexuality” now servesthe same
purposeasdidtheword “soul” inthe MiddleAges. At that time, “ soul” provided itsuserswith away to unitethe
variousaspectsof humanidentity and, in sodoing, gaveit significance. Itisnow thefunction of theword “ sexudity”
todothesamething. Thus“sexudlity,” “sdf,” and “identity” areclosdly linked by present usage-sometimesto the
point that the notionsmeld onewith another. Denial of one's* sexuality” isakinto denia of “ onesalf” and soaso
one'sbasic“identity.” Itis, therefore, easy to understand why more and more people believethat itiswrongto
deny asexud relation to onesdlf or to anyonee sesmply on thebassof marita status, sexuad orientation, or gender
identification. To do soistantamount to denial of one’ssexuality and so oneself. A denid of the self’sbasic needs
isinturn both harmful and aninfringement of each personsright to pursueafull and wholelife.

Thecloseredationthat existsbetweenthenotionsof “ sexuality,” “sdf,” “identity,” “fulfillment,” and“right” makes
clear thelinksbetween theideasthat underlietherevisionist proposalsof the new reformersand those uponwhich
modern political society isfounded. In both the bedroom and the public square, the purpose of social relationsis
the pursuit of privatelife plansand persona well-being. Thisisthe modern agendaanditislimited only by the
principlesof no harm and no coercion. It appearsthat theideasabout “ self,” “promises,” and “ undertakings’ that
have since the seventeenth century becomeincreasingly dominant in the political realm have at the sametime
seeped into the moreintimate spheresof life. In short, ideasthat now dominate the public arenacontrol also the
debate about sexud ethics. Thebasi c quedtion for theol ogical ethicsiswheat the church ought to conclude about this
spread of ideasfrom the public to the privaterealm.

Their spreadin fact condtitutesboth again and al oss, and the argumentswe are now having about sexua ethicswill
not progressuntil both thegain and thel ossaretaken into account. First, what needsto be said about thegain? The
major difficulty with“thetraditiona teaching of the church” isthat it hastaken little account of individual circum-
stances. The particular desiresand needs of men and women have too frequently been submerged into undertak-
ingsand sacrificed too easily to thedemands of institutions. The appearance of thetwin notionsof person and self
withinWestern consciousness servesto counter the tendency to swallow up individual sin collective purposes.

For thisreason, the emergence of the sexual self isanimportant moral event. To haveit recognized that weare
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sexual selves, related in freedomto our ends, with depthsto plumb, powersto be used and devel oped, and that we
(dl) candothesethingsinthe courseof everyday lifeisinfact agiant mora leap forward. The strength of the new
reformers pogitionisthat it recognizesthegood of thisstepinaway that moretraditional viewshave often, though
not always, failed to do.

Ontheother hand, thechief problemwith theview of thenew reformersisthat it failsto recognizethat asexua s,
liberated from undertakingsthat haveamora claimuponit prior to any of itsparticular intentionsand choices, has
no satisfactory way to make mora judgmentsabout what it intends, chooses, promises, and then undertakes. The
loss connected with the modern view of the self isthat, asusually conceived, the self has only the option of
following the prompting of itsown depths. It therefore appearsin the unattractive guise of adog chasing itstail.

Like“theperson” that issoimportant to the political thought of modern liberal society, the sexual self that isso
important to modern reflexive consciousness appointsits own ends. It need not search out the nature of the
undertakings God has appointed for it and then struggleto confirm itsdesires, intentions, choices, promises, and
undertakingsto those gppointed ends. Neither the person nor the salf isnow thought to flourish within aprovidence
that directsthe undertakingsof their lives. Rather, both are said to flourish or not asaresult of theintentionsand
choicesthat flow fromtheir inner depths. As James Milhaven has so clearly stated, itisnow up to the autonomous
sdf to“figure out what will be good for those concerned and how thisgood can berealized, just asitisupto [him],
not God, to act and makethe good areality.”

If theinner depthsof the sdlf aregiventhissort of authority, it can only mean that the most ing stent prompting of the
sdlf isalwaystaken asdefinitive of the self’strue nature and good. The self’sdepthsare set up to bejudge of the
sdlf’ sdepths. Even Lockerecognized that it isunsatisfactory to makeeach * person” thejudgein hisown case, and
surely thesamething istrueof “ selves.” Totakethisview isto adopt the very dubious proposition that if onehas
desiresand inclinationsand they are powerfully presented from the depths of the self, they are, by virtue of the
strength of their presentation, both “ natural” and *“ good.” To takethisview isa so to condemn the self to what
Auden oncecalled* promiscuousfornicationwithitsownimages.” Apart from the undertakingsthat present the self
withitsarenafor action and soitstruecalling, the salf inevitably collgpsesintoitsdlf asit chasesabout panting after
itsown productions.

Fromwhat hasbeen said thusfar, it isobviousthat theliberty of individualsto pursue private good isthe major
moral concern of the new reformersand for thisreason their ethical viewscanfairly be seen asavariety of the
contractarian social ethic now increasingly characteristic of political society. Indeed, thefundamental point hereis
that the strong appeal of the proposal sbeing made by the new reformersisdueto thefact that they coheresowell
with theway inwhich wenow understand political lifeand with theway inwhichwerepresent ourselvesasmoral
agents.

Asonemight expect, however, if thereformers arguments share the strengthsthat comefrom coherencewiththe
modern view of the nature of moral and socia agency, they also suffer from the weaknesses of theseviews.

Long ago, Aristotle pointed out that moral argumentsarenot like geometrical ones. In ethics, thereareno deduc-
tionsto certain conclusions. Mora argument iscumulativerather than deductive. It servesto establish aburden of
proof rather than certainty. And when push comesto shove, thetraditional teaching of the churcheshasgreater
strengthsthan doesthe position of the new reformers. (See my “ Undertakings and Promises: An Anatomy of
Sexual Ethics,” FT, April 1991.) That teaching makes more sense of marriage and divorce. It isbetter ableto
illuminethemora character of familia relations. It can even giveabetter responseto the particular moral problems
posed by contemporary accounts of the moral lifeand moral agency based asthey are upon the twin notions of
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“person” and “self.” Inrespect to thislast point, thetraditional teaching can provide personsand selveswith
undertakings about which they can make promises

and, in so doing, discover, rather than collapseinto, themselves.

In short, astrong case can be madefor saying that, asboth the common good of society and the particular good of
citizensisnow threatened by political voluntarism, so also both the common and particular good of lovers (and
families) isthreatened by the voluntaristic and limited nature of the promisesand undertakingsthat typicaly charac-
terizethe new reformers account of sexud relations. Despiteastrong climate of opiniontothecontrary, itismore
adequateto arguethat, in both the public square and the bedroom, asWilliam Werpehowski has put thetraditional
view, “personsflourish in and through patterns of relationship that arethemsal vestaken to be normative,” and that,
in respect to itsteaching about the undertakings and promises that ought to accompany asexual (or political)
relation, the church would do well to seek to preserve (again in thewords of Werpehowski) “an account of the
goods of human relationship against their collapseinto the desires or interests of autonomousindividuals.” Itis
sensibleto concludein respect to themoral problemsbefore the churchesthat they ought to defend rather than
retreat fromtheir traditional teachingsand in so doing face squarely rather than turn away from “the pathos of
Chritian ethicstoday.”

If the churches chooseto face this pathos, however, they will at the sametime face pastoral issues of fearful
proportions. Becausethe primary intention of the new reformersisto say yesto formsof sexual relations hereto-
fore condemned by the churches, they have amuch easier pastoral task than do thosewho continueto holdto the
traditional teaching. To defend thisteaching isto appear to bea* no sayer” inthe eyesof aculturefor whichthe
word“no” haslessand lessapped . The pastoral question, therefore, iswhether or not the churches, in passingon
their traditionsabout sexual relations, have moreto say than“Don’'tdoit.”

Thetruthisthat they do-that the pastoral import of thetraditional teachingsof the churchesismorefundamentally
positivethan negetive. Their positive character isreadily apparent inthe surprising yet smpleexamplethat follows.
Strangeasit may seem, thereisno need for someonewho holdstraditiona beliefsto deny that there may bemuch
goodinthesexua relationssingle peopleenter into. Many of them produce agenuine, though limited, community
of life, and inthem people often learn far more than they knew before about the nature of love. A personwould
haveto beblind to misstheseand other goodsthat are often present in rel ationshipswhich for other reasonsarenot
right.

Indeed, if theteachingsof the churchesare properly understood, it becomes apparent that the good found in these
relationsin fact derivesfromwhat Christians haveto say about the goods of the sexual division, thegoodsof sex,
and thegoods of marriageitself. The churcheshavethought that God created men and women for mutual society,
and that, asmen and women, they are neither to avoid nor despisetheir lifetogether. Thesocial rel ation between
men and womenisintended in creation for every man and every woman, and it isgiven to them so that they will not
beaone. Thefirst word beyond “no” to be spoken isthat asexual relation isnot necessary to escapeloneliness,
but socid rel ations between men and women are.

ItisGod'sintention that contra-sexual social relationsbe entered by all, but that sexual relations per se be con-
tained within the more specific bond of marriage. Within that bond, protected asthey areby promisesof fidelity
and permanence, sexual relationsnourish theunity of the couple, lead to the procregtion of children, and providea
most immediate way for aman and awomanto learnwhat itistoloveanother asonelovesonesdlf. Itisthe belief
of thechurchesthat thisprovidentia ordering providestheframework withinwhich our sexual livescan best serve
not only our well-being, but also themore general purposesof God. These arethe goodsin oneway or another
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soughtinal sexud relations.

Observationslikethese makeit obviousthat Christianshavefar moreto say to single peoplethan“Don’t doit,”
and that they havefar moreto say to married peoplethan * Go right ahead.” Theteachingsof the churches about
God'sprovidentia will for sexua relationsarerich and complex. Their truth hel psdefinethefullness of our lives,
and apart from afull, vigorous, and positive statement, both singleand married peoplewill find it difficult to glimpse
thefull extent of the promises God hasetched in their sexual natures.

If Christiansare asked to say “no” to sexual relations outside the bond of marriage, it isbecausethey arecalled
upon to honor God by saying “yes’ to aprovidential ordering of lifeintended both for the glory of God and our
individual and common good. What we know, however, isthat we more often say no to God's providencethan
yes, and for thisreason we know asothat if God isnot our reconciler and redeemer aswell asour creator, weare
lost. God in Christ, however, isour reconciler, redeemer, and creator, and when our sexual livesareviewed from
thisperspectivethey take on greater significancethan first weimagine. They becomeapart of theway inwhichwe
learnto bedisciplesof Christ.

Thestruggle necessary if weareto direct our sexua energiesto their appointed and life-giving endsbecomes, in
Chrigt, abattlewith an old self that refusesto honor God and insistsupon itsown way. Inthe power of the Spirit,
thisold nature must be put off and anew one put on. That old natureisdriven by desires, some of them sexud, that
are connected to self-serving ends. It istheteaching of the churchesthat both married and single peoplearecalled
to say yestothisstruggle and recognizeit as part of the* upward call of God.”

For most, astrugglewith unfulfilled sexual longing isanything but part of an“upward call.” It seemsinstead a
destructive, repressive, and self-deceptiveform of denid. 1t isthebelief of Christians, however, that entry intothis
battleleads men and women away from precisaly theselife-destroying habitsand stratagems and toward alifethat
isopen both to God and to their fellow men and women. To say “yes’ tolifeinthe Spiritisinfact the only way to
end self-deceptive denial and harmful repression. The Spirit of God isthe Spirit of truth and life rather than
repression and denial. It callsfor usto present oursel ves at each moment to God aswe are, with as much knowl-
edge of ourselves aswe can muster, with all our desiresand intentions exposed, and in so doing ask for guidance,
help, and thetransfiguration of our lives. God will not answer yesto many of the desires presented, but in sayingno
hewill say yesto deeper desiresand deeper |oves-both for God and for the men and women with whom God has
surrounded us.

God will also speak aword of forgivenessover our inadequacies and failuresand in so doing provide usstrength
to be even moretruthful and more compassionate. Sexual desireisavery powerful one, and at themomentiitis
givenfull licenseby our society. Everything that confrontssingle people conspiresto say “justdoit.” Itisincreas-
ingly rarefor asingle person, at one point or another, not to beinvolved inasexual relation. In Christ, however,
these relations need neither to be trumpeted nor denied. They can be brought before God, and asthey are pre-
sented they will bejudged with far moretruth and lovethan we can muster. Another thing the churchesought to say
to single people beyond “no” iscome among us and present your lifeto God asit is. The upward call of God
awaysbeginsfrom the place onegtartsand it takes placein afellowship of friendswho areal so seeking to subject
their lovestothetruth and love of Godin Christ.

Thisobservation calsto mind another thing the churches haveto say to single people about sex. M ost peoplewho
enter even themost casual sexua relation arenot promiscuous. They are, however, lonely. Beneath our disordered
desiresliesaloneliness brought about by afailurein thecommon life God intendsfor all men and women. The
churchesin Americain many wayssimply contributeto thisloneliness. Their common lifetoo frequently isnot
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formed asasociety of friendswho shareone L ord, one Faith, one Baptism. It israther formed around the needs
and expectations of the bourgeoisfamily. Single peopleat best aretol erated. Nevertheless, the view that sexual
relationsareintended for marital rather than general social relationsislinked to theideathat close bonds between
men and women, both singleand married, ought to exist in al of life sdimensions. Because of these bonds, sexual
relationsthemsel ves are not necessary asacurefor loneliness. What isnecessary isthefellowship of menand
womenin Christ. Thisistheword beyond* no” the church hasto speak to singlepeople. If it daresto speak, it will
find not only that itscommon lifeistransformed beyond all recognition, but also that itsteachings begin to appear

to single and married people alike asatreasureto be shared rather than asaburden to beinflicted.

Thisdiscussion of the pastoral task that |iesbefore the churches suggeststhat the ethics of sex ought to be placed
withinthefull context of the Christian lifeand the churches' pastora ministry. Only inthisway will what Christians
say escapethetwin evilsof punishing legalism and boundlessfreedom. To place sexual relationsin thisfull and
more adequate context, Christians ought to understand them as part of an undertaking that encompassesall as-
pectsof their lives. That undertakingisholinessof lifeand itsendisnot repression but joy unconfined. Thisisthe
heart of the Chrigtian lifeand it isthe chief businessof the pastoral ministry.

Holinessof life summarizesbetter than any other notion what the Chrigtian lifeand the pastoral ministry are about.
The Chrigtian lifeisrooted in the ancient command, “ You shall be Holy for | the Lord your God am Holy.” The
holinessof lifeknown to Christiansisbased first in thealien righteousnessthat isimputed to them. It isbased not
upontheir purity of heart and life but upontheir faithin the crossand resurrection of Christ.

Holinessisaso reflected inaway of lifeinto which disciplesenter moreand moreas, in the power of the Spirit,
they engagein astruggleto conformtheir livesto the pattern of lifethey seein Christ Jesus. Inthisway they learn
toimitate God and so sharein God'slife. One aspect of the pattern of lifethey are called to imitate requiresthat
they honor God by honoring aswell theway inwhich God intendsfor men and womento jointheir livesin and
through sexud relations.

If holiness of lifeisunderstood in relation both to justification and sanctification, then sexual relationscan be
included within its compasswithout the repression and deception that so often accompany their discussion. In-
deed, if weinclude sexua relations(and their absence) aspart of awider account of the Chrigtian life, wewill learn,
asour livesaredrawn further and further into the life of God, more about the undertakings God setsfor usby
making usmaleand female. Inthelight of these undertakings, al the promiseswe maketo oneanother about our
sexual liveswill be seenintruth for what they are. Inthisprocesswewill learn more and moreabout our bondage
to self-serving and imprisoning desire. Wewill aso learn more about what freedom meansfor usassexua beings.
Wewill learn more and more about thejoys|ife holdswhen our desires are ordered to the undertakings God
gppointsfor us. In short, if the ethicsof sexud order and sexua liberation, which now contend so fiercely onewith
another, arejoined to an ethic of holinessof life, wewill learn how necessary eachistothe other.

Philip Turner isDean of Berkeley Divinity School a YaleUniversty.
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