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Down to Earth Discipleship






The Authors

The book draws heavily on the views and insights of those in the front line of Christian living as active and involved young adults with pastoral involvements. Several people were involved collaboratively through much of the manuscript development, all of the younger ones being in the same age group as the intended readers, and (then) unmarried. All are now married, which we hope suggests some grounding in reality for chapter 3! The main two are listed here by way of acknowledgment.

Ian Hore-Lacy is married to Libby, with four adult progeny (2 sons, 2 daughters) and grandchildren. He is engaged in some informal pastoral ministry and mentoring in Australia (and recently in UK) out of which the main subject matter of this book arose (apart from his earlier bachelor experience of getting many things wrong!) He has been a youth worker and intervarsity staffworker, then teacher and environmental scientist and ended up working in the nuclear power industry based in London. His most recent Christian book is Responsible Dominion, a Christian approach to sustainable development (Regent College Publishing, 2nd edition 2015).

Will Jones is in his late 30s, married to Becky and father of two. He has been involved with church and university campus ministry in UK. His honours degree in mathematics led to a PhD in philosophy and politics at Reading University in 2013, with a theology diploma from Wycliffe Hall, Oxford and an MA in ethics and political theory. His recent work has focused on the relationship between conceptions of religion, liberalism and natural law in Western society, and his Grove book Evangelical Social Theology was published in 2017. He works with the Diocese of Coventry. His blog on social issues is http://faith-and-politics.com Becky is vicar of Leamington.

Early in 2005 Will bravely asked Ian to mentor him in relation to development of his gifts and vocational interests. This grew into a close friendship and collaborative relationship expressed in the evolution of this book.

However, many others contributed a lot of substantial and solidly Christian input to the book over many discussions and in later drafting.






Preface


"I urge you to live a life worthy of the calling you have received."

"Live as children of light, and find out what pleases the Lord."

— St Paul, writing to the Ephesian church




Those who belong to Jesus are called to whole-life discipleship, to the resurrection life of the kingdom, whereby in every corner of our lives we are charged with transforming the present, as far as we are able, in the light of that future.

— Whole Life, Whole Bible, LICC






The book

This book is proffered as a handbook for both young adult Christians and also Christian mentors of younger people, especially in their twenties and late teens, pre-marriage. It has its origin in mentoring and pastoring young Christians in Australia and UK. It deals with matters of spiritual formation at the practical level.

The book sets out to cover the aspects of Christian discipleship most relevant to unmarried young people today. These can then provide the substance or agenda for mentor discussions, as agreed mutually. It is not intended that the chapters be tackled in sequence, but it is probably most helpful if the sections within each chapter are considered sequentially. The scope of the book, and the weight given to each part, reflects what we have found to be of interest to that age and stage over some years.





The social context

The dominant public narrative tells us that we should live as though God is not there. That we should create a lifestyle and then construct a worldview around it. But Christians have good reason to know that God is real and that he watches over us, cares for us, and will one day weigh our lives and our decisions. But even with this head knowledge we can easily slip into the mindset of our culture and start living our lives accordingly. We can cease to put him first, cease to involve him in our deliberation and decisions, and cease to align our lives with his wisdom and his ways.

It is challenging to be a Christian today. The vestiges of Christian culture seem visibly to shrink by the year. Remaining faithful to God and his word when the whole of culture is pulling in the opposite direction can take its toll. Some will thrive on the thrill of standing up and standing out for Christ; others (or perhaps the same people at different times) will feel the force in secular objections to Christian belief, and need answers. Most will experience the temptations of worldly ways of living and the pressure to conform for the sake of getting on and fitting in. Authentic witness will be hard-won.

The great idols of our culture are sex and personal autonomy, often combined. Criticism of how these are popularly seen and promoted is construed as antisocial, even as hateful. Christianity is cast as an oppressive meme by a version of liberalism which seeks neutrality in social and political affairs and is sceptical of all forms of religion and morality, whether public or private.

Questions of abortion, euthanasia, gay marriage, and even freedom of belief, speech and association are subject to debate and political decision with diminishing regard for orthodox biblical Christianity. Christian arguments are largely rejected in the public sphere, while appeals to religious freedom and freedom of expression and association to protect Christian organisations and individuals from coercion in respect of their beliefs are rejected as covers for prejudice - little more than special pleading for bigotry.

When the Western world abandoned Christianity as its public philosophy over the course of the 20th century, it was replaced by a corrosive ideology of relativism - relative to the individual and to the individual's subjective sense of identity and happiness. This relativism was defined against what was held to be the dominant inherited culture - the Christian religion, now cast as the enemy, so both excluded from the modern relativistic scheme and actively attacked by it.





The social implications

Increasingly Christians are reminded that we inhabit this deeply unfriendly cultural reality. Our response must be to commit ourselves to be faithful to God's call, his word and his ways, in our lives, both private and public, and to bear the cost, whatever it is, even while we benefit from its blessings.

Ultimately, this means remembering that God is there, and living as though he is, not regardless of him. He made the world and everything in it, and he created humankind and set down the patterns for our lives to follow if they are to go well and do right by him and one another. Practical wisdom is informed by biblical truth, and we hope this book points helpfully to its application. We offer it to the reader for support and guidance in what is a challenging time of life, in a challenging cultural age.

Certainly as we head further into the 21st century, Christian discipleship is increasingly countercultural. Its lifestyle properly contrasts with the surrounding norm. We can feel like resident aliens. In particular, for young unmarried Christians, principally the following:


	Behavioural standards will often be different, greed and consumerism need to be more than outweighed by expressing and living out concern for and involvement with others at the personal and vocational levels.


	Friendship relationships will have a quality of care and (often) soul intimacy which is increasingly rare in a sexualised and freewheeling culture.


	Marriage will be held in high esteem and taken very seriously, with sexual intercourse understood to belong in this context, and sexual expression meanwhile being restrained.


	This will mean that lust is seriously countered, pornography is avoided, and masturbation is neither disparaged for those unmarried, nor stigmatised.


	Vocational choices will be made according to an understanding that the Earth is God's by creation and providence. Opportunities will be sought to align with God's purposes in serving Earth's many inhabitants and working towards his ultimate renewal of creation.


	Life will be lived confident in a worldview that understands Christianity as a powerful force for good in a fallen world, and God's power and intervention will be sought in prayer.


	Science is celebrated as a means of understanding God's creation, but not as a metanarrative or the ultimate route to knowledge.




One reason for writing is that church teaching on these matters is sometimes very thin and out of touch with reality, though of course churches differ hugely. We have sought to rectify the deficit even in some "good" churches that we have encountered directly and indirectly through individuals.





The Christian subculture

As well as looking outward from the Christian community, we want to look inward.

So many church rules and expectations seem to be built around insipid and wimpish stereotypes, especially of young Christian males. It's as though the social energy benchmark in the church has been set at a very low level. We saw this as a challenge to write for the more emotionally energetic and hormonally charged or libidinous or red-blooded end of the young adult spectrum. We were both aware of friends in this category who to a significant extent felt misfits in their churches and fellowships, and we drew upon some of those to help in the initial stages of the project. We continue to be inspired by their early adult struggles to fit in without giving up in despair or settling for a low-energy and insipid model of discipleship, or alternatively marrying very early to escape the straitjacket on the romantic and sexual front.

We have noted above that Christian values and perspectives today contrast with the hedonist and materialist values of most of those around. Christians are sometimes portrayed as emotionally, socially and culturally impoverished, or as intolerant and judgmental. Therefore more than ever we need to encourage young Christians to live life to the full within biblical principles and guidelines, and also be able to say graciously and in positive terms why they live as they do, and not simply rely on a mere set of rules. Being changed deep inside means changes in life including suffering, surprises, and sacrifice - all sustained by God's grace. The Christian story needs to be a strong enough influence in young lives so that they are not shaped simply by the surrounding culture, or oppressed by it.

We write in the context of two significant addictions common among young Christians and which are little talked about, for different reasons. Consumerism is not talked about because it is ubiquitous and embarrassing to identify as an addiction rather than lifestyle. Pornography - mainly a male problem - is not talked about because of the secrecy and shame. We say a bit about both addictions.

And finally, some young Christians' notion of godliness can lead them to be quite wacky in applying common sense, especially to romantic relationships. About half of the book is concerned with relationships, where in our view there is a huge deficiency in straightforward and practical material available to young Christians. While the theology involved is clear enough, the social aspects of its application are often fraught, and assume that appropriate behaviour is really not too much of a challenge.





The Bible

The book aims to be biblical in the sense of acknowledging that authority and referring frequently to it. But it is written so as to expound the good sense in behaviour that is in tune with the way we are made, in God's image, and as sexual beings. The argument is mainly from that base, not a succession of texts. It does not attempt to canvass all that the Bible might say on the issues covered, though there are plenty of relevant references. It aims to be readable but concise, while retailing some relevant practical experience. The more overtly biblical exposition may be found elsewhere and this book is meant to complement it in a culturally relevant way.

We understand the Bible as being not simply a guide to personal salvation but as the story of the creator and the cosmos. It climaxes with Jesus' resurrection and the implications of that for his reign - now begun but with consummation awaited. So we need to both engage with the creation of which we are stewards and also to live out kingdom values and hope. It should help us work towards and in tune with God's purposes in serving people as he rescues and ultimately renews his creation.





Style and emphasis

The style of the book is direct, and contrasts with that of most American books covering the sexual relationships aspect. Two US presidents have put on to the newspaper front pages things that most Christians would have found unmentionable in public, and pornography has become so easily accessible, that the public limits of acceptable discourse have shifted, so we have seen no point in obliqueness and undue delicacy.

We have endeavoured to read or at least skim the main works relevant to young singles on offer in Australia and UK and we list what seemed to be the better ones at the end - mostly from the USA! Some of these are excellent, and recommended. But all tend to be anecdotal and verbose, so we anticipate that this book will suit some readers due to both its broader scope and its different style.

The book is not written in terms of spiritual conflict. However, it is certainly framed by an understanding of that as emphasized by St Paul in Ephesians chapter 6 and as frequently referred to in Jesus' parables and other teaching. We are very conscious that Satan's activity in young people is focused in the areas we canvass, especially sexual matters and consumerism. It is evident, both in putting the heat on in these areas and more generally distorting our perception, so that we tend to become preoccupied with minor issues and complacent about or rationalizing more major ones. The reader should have this framework in mind here as elsewhere! Temptation is not merely a passive tendency to behave in a self-centered way, it is also an active encouragement - often subtle - to compromise our discipleship.

To put it another way: there are a lot of spiritual battles that we can fight, and individuals sometimes become preoccupied with those issues that are trivial, while comfortably compromising in other major areas where a fight could be very liberating. The whole area of fashion, consumerism, and materialism with its undercurrents of subtle greed, envy and covetousness is perhaps the main example of the latter in our western culture.

The content seeks to scratch where many itch. The section on relationships is longer than the others since this is an area of obvious and pertinent interest to those in their 20s, not least the co-author earlier on and most of the commentators listed. It could be said that Ian focused on the theory while Will did the practical work towards his engagement and marriage! The emphasis also reflects our concern that many churches and fellowships do not present a good model for developing relationships. Some teaching, even in "good" churches, is very inadequate. Christians don't always celebrate sex as fully as the Bible suggests that our creator would like - a reaction to non-Christians who tend to devalue or deify it.

Any young person needs fairly strong reasons and convictions not to be sleeping with their boy/girlfriend. We seek to provide those more helpfully than many Christian books we have seen, which tend to conflate sexual union in such a steady relationship with casual sex - which is clearly censured in the Bible. We have therefore tried to be fulsome and frank. There is a lot about personal responsibility for wise and self-controlled enjoyment of sexuality and engagement with life, in the context of God's grace. We differ from some other writers on the question of masturbation in the premarital context. The book addresses people where they are, in the present and for the future, and in the clear certainty that what may be in any person's past can be left behind as we proceed with a clean slate in God's grace.





Culture with wisdom

Perhaps one thing greatly lacking from the lives of many modern people of student age is a tradition of wisdom which is widely recognised as being worth at least trying to apply to one's own life. Instead, there tends to be more of a make-it-up-as-you-go-along kind of attitude, as though we in our 20s are the first ones in history to be this age, and no one who has gone before us has any advice worth listening to. As Christians we at least should know better, and often we do, though in our postmodern culture truth and wisdom are seen as relative. The more godly wisdom that is available to us the better.

The developing mind of the Christian is the starting point of both behaviour and worship. A chapter on this is another major part of the book. We see it as a significant faith issue that God is understood to be both the creator of the universe and the author of scripture. It follows that there can therefore be no disagreement between those modes of revelation unless it is based on misunderstanding or misrepresentation. We need to understand and use the complementary tools of science and hermeneutics accordingly. Both of us affirm that in our own experience and perception science reveals the glory of God just as much as the psalms declare it!

Beyond encouraging people to live life to the full, the book could be said to have two reference points: faithfulness to God through discipleship of Christ, and (especially the relationships part) faithfulness to a future life partner.





The authors

Ian remains happily married after 40 years, has four adult children and several grandchildren. Will is married with two young children. The experience of both informs the book. Ian adds that, speaking as one who has enjoyed several mentoring and other pastoral relationships, nothing beats the pleasure of seeing guys find an appropriate, godly life partner in marriage while going forward vocationally!

The book owes a lot to Ian's pastoral dialogues over the last 20 years and reflections on them. It is something which Ian greatly wishes he had had access to when in his early 20s.

See fuller bios.
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Also from two who have had major input:

Plenty of Christian literature is available for teenagers and those beginning student life, however there is very little that deliberately offers advice for those of us a little further on, in our 20s. This is clearly a gap in the market: since graduating a year ago I have found myself embarking on a career, facing financial independence, making faith decisions outside the cosseted world of the Christian Union or parental home, and exploring relationships of potentially lifelong significance. Clearly there is a need for good biblical teaching here, and this book seeks to provide that in a way that is refreshingly direct - often in stark contrast to the polite reserve encountered in British church circles!

I was coerced into the project as a consequence of my failure to keep my opinions to myself and have sought to provide a balanced female perspective on the issues the book addresses. Much has been made in the media in recent years of the differences between men and women, and as Christians we must seek to embrace this and learn from each other, while holding the differences in balance. Hopefully the advice here will help us do this.

HB

Life is the ultimate smorgasbord of choices, questions and doubts. Couple this with trying to work out what God wants for your life and in late teens you have a very interesting, to say the least, stage in this time that we are given on Earth. Add in temptations put in our path and the different directions that we are pulled every day, and the pot is really bubbling. Right from the beginning of my involvement in this book early in 2006, I was struck by the way that it really seeks to iron out some of the most confusing issues confronting teenagers, adolescents and indeed mature singles in this day and age. My involvement, as the youngest member of the team, has been as much a learning experience as an input into the group as I confront and grapple with many issues we have taken on. But none the less I hope that I have been able to bring a side to the book which comes from someone still very much in my teenage years and with teenage peer group.

JEG







Introduction




What is Discipleship?

Discipleship is following the One who said "I am the way, the truth, and the life" and who gave credibility to that outrageous claim by rising from the dead. Furthermore we understand his death as enabling our reconciliation with God. So we can enter a personal relationship with him as saviour and Lord, and follow him so that under the influence of his Holy Spirit our lives conform increasingly to the ethical characteristics of God's people, of the Kingdom of God.

It also involves our conscription to the purposes of God, not simply in bringing people into relationship, but renewing the whole of creation. So discipleship involves bringing his rule to every situation, outworking his love for people, and following through the implications of his resurrection so that in some measure God's creation is renewed.




Christian identity

This discipleship establishes our identity as being not only created by God in his image but also known by God. It will be contrary to many of those around us where identity may be based on fashion and consumerism, workplace role, or hedonism - especially where sexual pleasure is seen as fundamental to it. Identity is connected with our experience of spiritual formation, that never-ending and sometimes fraught process where the Holy Spirit teaches and changes us, with less than assured cooperation from us! It is also developed through our identification with others.

While our understanding of what is involved in discipleship is largely based on Jesus' teachings in the New Testament, this fills out what was inaugurated with Abraham two millennia before. God's covenant with Abraham required him to "walk before me and be blameless", following the way of the Lord (instead of many other options) and pursuing righteousness and justice. This call extended to all humanity.1 Being a disciple needs to be very much more than simply being a believer.

The fellowship that Christians have with one another is based on sharing this rather radical departure from being conformed to prevailing social values and consequent behaviour. Active disciples are progressively (but inadequately) changed towards God's character as manifest in Jesus. It is important that our identity is understood as being related to the future, from the character of the new creation, not from the struggles of the past and present (1 John 3:2-3).

Christian identity is not derived or discerned from introspection or personal ambition as tends to be the contemporary fashion, nor does it ultimately depend on validation by others, though we do live in a social matrix and we do have characteristics and interests which are significant but subsidiary. Our identity is shaped by our relationship with God and his people within the framework of a Christian worldview.





Christian maturing

That progressive change has also to do with personal discipline, arising from self-control, whereby we demonstrate to ourselves that we are in charge of our behaviour. Discipline is a cognate of discipleship and integral to it, and it means that we get on with life in a purposeful and not passive way, we take responsibility rather than avoiding it, and we focus our energy on serving God and our neighbours. In being disciplined and drawing upon the Holy Spirit's transforming power we are safe, protected, and able to fulfil our created potential.

Disciples need not so much 'work-life balance', as balance among: time in prayer and bible study, social interaction at all levels, focus on vocational work, some recreation, tuning into their culture and world affairs, etc. This means time management and self-control, the latter including sexual lust, covetousness, envy, etc.

It is clear from the New Testament that love is an essential characteristic of real disciples. However, both in the Bible and in common usage, "love" means many different things. The principal meaning in a Christian context is a deep-seated attitude, worked out in behaviour and action, that earnestly seeks the well-being of another person. Love as sexual attraction may or may not be connected, but very often it is self-seeking, at least to some extent. Then there is the warm, comfortable affection for another person which depends on reciprocity in relationship. Learning to discern, analyse and control our own complex motivations in this area is an outcome of maturity.

So while identity is found and based individually in relationship with Christ, individualism is anathema to discipleship. Our identity is established in relationship with others, especially other disciples, because we are all baptised into one body. The next chapter expounds some implications of this.

Another feature of increasing maturity in discipleship is steadiness. Not being seduced by success and not being overwhelmed by disasters. Neither being lulled into complacency when things go well, nor worn down by frustration when they don't.





Complacency and confidence

In modern western society we are all very well protected from hazards of every conceivable kind, and the comfortable security which arises from this has both positive and negative aspects. Positively it can be seen as a manifestation of God's providential care for each of us, negatively it tends to lull us into taking too much for granted. Perhaps the platitudinous "take care!" when friends part should be "take risks!," in the sense of don't be seduced by comfort.

In that connection we should not confuse the parameters of faith and self-confidence. Strong faith will lead us to trust God and take initiative, sometimes also take risks, where we sense his leading. This may be despite strong self-doubt and a sense of real weakness, leading to more fervent prayer coupled with due caution. Self-confidence has nothing to do with faith, and is more likely to be inimical to it in leading us to attempt things in our own strength alone. Self-doubt should not be confused with lack of faith, and if it drives us to a greater sense of dependence on God, then it is positive.

Much of the Christian church is characterised by what has been called moralistic therapeutic deism, with some idea of creator God as a cultural assumption, his benign presence assumed, people in church being good, nice and fair, and aspiring to feel happy and fulfilled before they eventually float off to heaven. This is in contrast to real discipleship, and any sense of taking up a cross.

If discipleship involves putting God as the central purpose and motivation of our lives, the alternative - and the blight on Christian discipleship too - is putting self there. In that case there are other motivations in play, collectively called idolatry in the Bible. If we reflect on what we are most mindful of, what motivation determines our priorities in life, what we most enjoy, what we most fear the loss of, these are likely to be our idols and actually compete with our discipleship.

The insatiable preoccupation with economic gain and material things, crudely "greed", is the most pervasive idolatry today. It is a deeper malaise than simply consumerism, and has competed in people's hearts for loving and trusting God since Abraham's time. It lays bare the basis of our sense of security.





Thought to action

Discipleship is more than just surface-level intellectual or social "faith". This is all too common - a "faith" without the deliberate submission, the changed values and behaviour, and the inner resources of love which characterise a changed life. The motivation to live authentically as a Christian disciple must come from within. A merely formal Christian "knows enough about Christianity for it to spoil the world for him, but not enough for it to be of any positive value" (Dr Martyn Lloyd-Jones, slightly paraphrased). Discipleship is not about keeping rules, though they may be helpful, it is about our attitude, disposition, character and virtue (Nigel Wright).

It can sometimes feel that Christian discipleship does little more than unhelpfully restrict us in our range of options. It limits our choice of intimate life-partner to a Christian of complementary gender, and bans us from half-hearted romantic relationships and casual sexual activities. It places obligations of love on every aspect of our lives, and obliges us to seek and pursue God's will over every step of our way. It makes us accountable for everything we do, all of the time.

“Be very careful, then, how you live – not as unwise but as wise, making the most of every opportunity, because the days are evil. Therefore do not be foolish, but understand what the Lord’s will is.” Paul’s admonition to the Ephesian church is apt for today, as our culture corrodes with many small but significant expressions of evil. Following Jesus means we need to stand out from that culture and exhibit Kingdom values, while retaining our connection with those shaped by the culture. We need to start living the life of God’s future kingdom here and now, despite cultural headwinds and crosscurrents.





Role of the Bible

Discipleship must be reliably guided. This means more than hanging out with a congenial bunch of Christians, and must start with the most direct access to the mind of God and the words of Jesus that we have: the Bible. There is ultimately no substitute for directly and prayerfully studying the Bible continually. As well as objectively being the God-given and authoritative expression of what we need to know and understand as disciples, it is subjectively how - by the agency of the Holy Spirit - we tune into what he may be saying to us day by day. While we may, and usually will, learn much from people and books, the Bible is primary and essential, so any disciple must make study of it a high priority daily.

St Paul can be given the last introductory word: "Be very careful then how you live - not as unwise but as wise, making the most of every opportunity .... Therefore don't be foolish, but understand what the Lord's will [for you] is." (Ephesians 5:15-17)

The following chapters aim to expound and explore some practical aspects of Christian discipleship against this advice. Our hope and prayer is that this book will increase readers' delight in practical discipleship of the living God through following Jesus.





Discussion questions


	How does Christian discipleship differ from membership of a club? Or sporting team?


	Discipleship involves discipline. How disciplined would you say you are in general? In what ways do you struggle?


	What would you say is the main difference that being a disciple of Jesus has made to your life?


	How can you more fully follow St Paul's admonition in relation to being wise? In making the most of opportunities?


	How do you understand the term 'inspired' (literally 'God-breathed') in 2 Timothy 3:16 (read vv 14-17)? The authority given to the apostles means that this applies also to the New Testament we now have.


	What daily Bible study plan or guide do you use?


	How do you relate your discipleship vocationally to God fulfilling his purposes for the world and renewing his creation?









Notes









1. The Jews then applied the Law not simply for ethical formation, but to narrow this discipleship ethnically. Jesus redefined it, and showed that there is no place for ethnic boundaries in the Kingdom.





1. Fellowship in discipleship


	Many of us experience very little of the potential in Christian fellowship.

	The years before marriage are often the best time to establish rich relationships.

	Accountability partnerships with prayer are a great means of blessing and source of strength.

	Mentoring relationships are important.

	Task-oriented fellowship has an important place.



We find our deepest fulfilment in relationships with others. Love is based on empathy, which is the means by which relational bonds are forged. And as Paul reminds us in chapter 13 of his first letter to the Corinthians, love is absolute, while gifts and our present partial knowledge will eventually be obsolete.

This chapter talks particularly about relationships with fellow Christians in the community of faith, the next two about sexual relationships (especially before they are consummated). Both are relevant to our understanding of human relationships with God.

Christian discipleship today means being part of a worldview minority and consequent moral minority rather than any longer representing the cultural mainstream, and we need to get used to that. But worse is understanding that we are often seen as an intolerant minority due to our different beliefs related to liberal values. Therefore both our convictions and our lifestyle need to be actively nurtured, with the need to maintain both empathy for fellow humans and well-based principles.




1.1 A new family

Whatever our experience of human families - and that will be very diverse - our relationship with Christ brings us into new relationships with others of his people. We can ignore that fact, going on as if our human family and friends provided the full experience we can enjoy, or we can also embrace the new possibilities within the new family of others who have oriented their lives similarly. In fact trying to do the first would be denying our role as disciples of Christ, because we do belong to one another and there is no place for private faith which effectively denies this. In practice, we need to nurture empathy rather than autonomy, and look for where we can build up others rather than gain advantage from relationships




A new kind of friendship

Growing in spiritual maturity requires interaction with other people, not just prayer and bible study. Growing empathy and the ability to love needs not theory but practice! Relationships are essential, and those with fellow disciples are primary. If none of these are more than arm's length, formal and half-hearted, then we are betraying our new life in Christ and failing to enjoy his most important social provision for us. The more opportunity we take to love others in practical terms (including specific reliable prayer), the richer we are.

Today, due to how our western culture has evolved, all this is not straightforward. The issue is well expressed by Professor John Wyatt in a 2010 interview:

"I think there is a whole theology of friendship that, to a large extent, we've lost in the modern world. We don't understand friendship, don't see it as important - we don't value it. In the secular world we've collapsed the distinction between friendship and genital sexual relationships. To modern people, two people of the same gender who are very close friends are thought probably to be gay. The only way we can understand a close friendship is sexually. And yet in biblical thinking it seems to be that those two kinds of relationships are completely different. So there's a sexual relationship that is heterosexual, unique, lifelong, and exclusive, and then there's friendship, which is equally important but different. It is non-sexual, but intimate and open and vulnerable and committed.

"I have been very fortunate in having just a small number of those kinds of friendships which have been a wonderful experience of intimacy, of openness, of sharing and of mutual vulnerability. That kind of friendship has to be nurtured and is a precious thing. One of the things I always say to medical students and junior doctors is that now is the time to develop the friendships that will last a lifetime, and which are going to be a foundation and a resource. There's a wonderful thing that Bernard of Clairvaux said: that Christ himself 'kisses us' through the love of our friends."

This kind of friendship is also the experience of both authors of this book. We need to cultivate empathy which issues in love which has an intimacy and support which is expressed non-sexually. Such love can very fully meet emotional and intellectual needs with emotional and intellectual solutions, in a variety of contexts.





From a new basis

Of course the new relationships with other Christians are because the basis of life itself is changed if we are in relationship with Christ. We share the same spiritual DNA. So we need to learn to live out the new quality of life and to do so in joyful interaction with others who are in the same boat. It is not simply a question of adopting new standards (though we do), or a new world view. It is a matter of authentically expressing the changed nature within due to God's progressive action through his Holy Spirit, and resisting the inevitable pull to settle for something less.

So, if none of us is alone in God's family, how we relate to other Christians - called in some sense out of the world, yet remaining active in it - is important, because we have so much in common with them, being each called to obedience to the same Lord. The way we relate also says much about our spiritual health. We cannot expect actually to feel close to all our diverse spiritual brethren whom we encounter, in practice relationships will develop to varying degrees. However all our relationships with other Christians are enhanced by a sense of belonging together, praying on a common basis, steering by the same compass and setting priorities on the same basis.

Most of us barely begin to buy in to the potential richness and opportunities of Christian fellowship. We often do not trust the reality of that familial relationship with other Christians enough to drop our guard and be open, tender and vulnerable with even one or two others on that basis. But the way we love one another is supposed to show the reality of our lives in Christ. Jesus' disciples are called to love one another. That doesn't just (or even necessarily) mean having warm affection and admiration, it means joyfully taking responsibility for one another's wellbeing. Actively, like the Samaritan guy. Also we need to be open to being loved thus, not merely liked! The Lord's admonition in Matt 6:19-21 to "store up for yourselves treasures in heaven" has a prime application in investing in Christian fellowship relationships.





Pointers to ultimate reality

Two intimations of the reality beyond this world are said to be love and sex. Love is irrational and expresses or represents a quality of experience which is characteristic of the other world, of God's kingdom. The exercise of unconditional love is fundamental to our humanity, and to our discipleship. Eros love expressed in sex is even more beyond the rational objective and utilitarian reality of this world, consummated in incredible intimacy. We expand on that in chapter 2.

St Paul encourages us in Philippians 2:5-11 to be like Christ in our attitude to others. This is increasingly radical in a world where the most newsworthy individuals are often assertive, self-serving and power-hungry. These if given free rein are what will cause society to implode. But we are free and enabled to be different, in love and service! In learning to love we need to develop the capacity and readiness to receive love. This is not the same as being popular, with its ego-boost, but to be loved in a way which acknowledges a deeper need and dependency on others, and ultimately on God's grace in Jesus. This then affects our sense of identity.

While cultural and racial prejudices persist in a fallen world, part of the joy of Christian family identity is overlooking differences of race, sexuality, cultural sophistication, or whether friends' siblings might have different fathers. All these are inconsequential in God's sight and we can love regardless.





Social intimacy

We all need close emotional connections with one or a few people who love and understand us. All kinds of relationships have some potential for intimacy, which is a deep human need. The intimacy of friendship is accessible to all, and able to be developed and enjoyed in a range of relationships, contributing to a sense of personal and social fulfilment. Christian fellowship should be characterised by the flourishing of such links.

Apart from the intrinsic joy and benefit, proper intimacy in friendships will help us avoid loading all our needs for intimacy on to sexual relationships, as is common in our surrounding culture (and which is a major driver of sexual promiscuity). While the desire for intimacy is properly an important aspect of sexual relationships, we need to learn, understand and experience meaningful non-physical intimacy outside of such. No-one needs to enter a sexual relationship to find intimacy, or personal fulfilment.

Experiencing a few close intimate friendships is a good basis for romantic relationships, since one then knows what a close loving friendship feels like and the hormonal stuff we discuss in the next chapter is added to that rather than being a substitute. In effect it helpfully benchmarks what is needed for a lifelong close relationship.

There are some biblical examples of apparently very close friendships, both peer-level and intergenerational: David and Jonathan 1, Eli and Samuel, Paul and Timothy.

Many people enjoy intimate same-sex friendships something like that of David and Jonathan, though they would hesitate to use the "L" word for them for fear of being misunderstood. CS Lewis in The Four Loves called these simply 'Friendships' expressing the Greek word philia, which in contemporary parlance and without any adjective rather understates their significance. Lewis spoke of the "naked personalities" among two or three in such relationships and the sense of grace engendered by the love that is expressed. For him, such relationships are a foretaste of heaven (whereas other loving relationships - familial, marital - are symbolic of God's love, not directly expressing it). In a specifically Christian discipleship context such close relationships have special meaning. But even here they can be misrepresented - by those who have not experienced them - as being somehow inappropriate. See also Section 1.3 on intimacy on close friendships.

Openness and sharing are essential in this, but they are only a beginning. Without dumping huge loads of intimacy on those who would not appreciate it, especially younger or weaker brethren, we do need to be open and allow ourselves to be vulnerable to a greater extent than is common outside the family context or most Christian contexts. Especially this is so in same-sex friendships, and while women are usually more readily open with one another in close friendships, it is just as important for men. An apt translation of Galatians 6:2 is "Share each other's troubles and problems, and in this way obey the law of Christ." However, over-sharing is always possible, and we need to exercise some common sense and discernment in any relationship to avoid creating discomfort.

Trust is important in any relationship, and we need to note that it does involve some critical evaluation of a person - it is not the same as credulousness, nor should it be gullible, but it relies on some confidence in their integrity and character.

While openness is essentially reciprocal, depending very much on trust, we should seek out those who may benefit from our love and service. These people will probably be ones with whom we have some natural point of contact and we can make a special point of investing effort and time in those particular relationships. We need to take time to win the right to get close, to be invited into others' comfort zones, notably in relationships where romantic agendas are not an issue and so don't intrude. Such fellowship should be part of the church's promotion of a healthy masculinity/femininity where Christians can own and be honest about their emotions and be respected regardless, but without developing undue emotional dependency. For guys especially, this openness is not common outside Christian fellowship, but it needs to be valued and encouraged within it.

Much of this sharing does need to be face to face so that body language is part of the emotional connection. Phone and e-mail rank in order behind this, but are much better than lapsed connection.





Questions for the church

Much Christian fellowship however is not marked by close intimate friendships. And at the other extreme, often churches can devalue the Christian notion of fellowship by using that word for many activities which, although maybe valuable socially, do not enhance the sense of relationship and mutual belonging to a Lord who is the focus of each person's life. Christian fellowship is not simply socialising, though relaxing with friends is an important activity for anyone. It needs to be an authentic expression of family commitment, and those relationships are usually best cultivated over a meal.

One expression of fellowship within the church is often devalued by familiarity with it as ritual or simply part of the worship process. That expression is celebrating the Lord's Supper, an expression of communion whether at the large church or small group level, where - as originally - it can be centred on a meal. We can invest it with more symbolic meaning of our shared status in God's new family than we usually do.

There is much scope to improve and flesh out relationships with brethren in the family of God and to give expression to this new life we share together. John's first letter in the New Testament is germane on the need to love one another (I John 3:11-18), and perhaps we should see it more strongly as a challenge to action. 'We know that we have passed from death to life, because we love our brothers and sisters'. And Peter underlines this further - "have sincere love for each other, love one another deeply, from the heart." (1 Peter 1:22). This love involves much more than reclusive sharing of restricted comfort zones in a social ghetto, or emotional indulgence giving us a warm and congenial glow inside. It involves constancy and reliability, and should mean that we venture to serve one another in love, with respect and vigour.





Human diversity with love

Serving one another is in recognition that we are all very different, and yet bound together in this new wide family. We need to learn to rejoice in the diversity of gifts that we have and progressively understand how these do in fact work together. We need to be unified but not uniform. The Bible uses the body metaphor, with each person being a vital organ of a living body, a necessary and complementary member (arm, toe, eye or whatever) connected organically to the others. This in fact gives us the English word membership, though it has largely lost the fullness of its meaning.

CS Lewis in The Four Loves helpfully shows how the Greek word agapé puts a self-sacrificing overlay on several kinds of love, from congenial companionship, through deep philia friendship discussed above, to eros - the emotionally intense love which hugely and generously desires the other person. If we think and act in love we are likely to find that our feelings follow - love in this sense is not primarily or mainly a feeling, but a willing action.

Also we should learn to see the image of God in others and relate to them accordingly. The corollary of this is that we can enjoy a healthy sense of self as loved by God.

We need to develop a heart for accepting people who are different to us, while exercising some ethical discernment. This is strongly taught in the New Testament regarding 'parts of the body of Christ' in relation to gifting, but it is true more widely. For instance, those on the autism spectrum can be conspicuously different in the sense of socially awkward and/or hugely gifted. We need to love and accept them regardless, while giving scope for them to express their differences. Similarly with those on the sexuality spectrum, without endorsing what others will see as normal expressions of SSA any more than we endorse other full-on sexual behaviour outside marriage.





Small group structures

These within the church are often a locus of such expression of fellowship, and the community aspect of these is for most people a vital aspect of church life and sharing their journey as disciples. For many, such small groups can be very important in encouraging open relationships beyond the selected few. With younger singles - and certainly teenagers - there is a lot of benefit in having these as single-sex groups to encourage greater frankness and openness.

For those who have benefited from such small group ministry themselves there is usually the opportunity to lead younger people - particularly same-sex adolescents - and pass on the benefit in ministry. We each should look for opportunities to reach out in contact and prayer support for younger individuals, perhaps in youth group, high school or university contexts, and churches need to actively create such opportunities. Actually doing this effectively encourages others to extend and open themselves similarly. Our experience and observation makes it clear that this is a greatly rewarding experience, especially at late teenage level and it often marks the attainment of a level of spiritual adulthood. In fact the motivation and exercise of such ministry, both in the structures of the church (youth group etc) and informally, is very valuable leadership training for many young Christians and confers significant advantage in subsequent years.

Active encouragement is the key here, but we need to note that some conditions of low morale and self esteem need a bit more than increased attention. If someone is seriously depressed it is important that they get medical help to address the biochemical component of that. Christian friends can help a lot just by being with them and giving both time and gentle encouragement, without attempting amateur psychology.





1.1 Discussion questions


	What would you say are the main similarities and differences between your home family relationships and your Christian family relationships?


	What do you think forms the "spiritual DNA" of the Christian family?


	How do you avoid letting the Christian fellowship occupy all your time outside work and other immovable commitments?


	In what respects are you most challenged in expressing love for other Christians?


	In what respects are you most challenged in being open to being loved (as distinct from popular or respected)?


	What opportunities are there for you to actively encourage younger Christians?









1.2 Prayer, encouragement and serving one another

In all maturing fellowship relationships there will be service in prayer support, seeking opportunities to encourage and support one another in other ways, and the desire for moral excellence in the other individuals. In this connection we need to commend and model positive values so that we help one another to move forward in growing relationship with God and to expand the horizons of vocation and ministry.

At least some of this needs to be on same-sex basis. As well as encouraging and affirming younger people there needs to be modeling of mature manhood and of being a woman in life. Also having time with older men and women respectively provides opportunity to discuss and process issues which are not as readily opened up with members of the opposite sex. Of course, that discussion needs to be on a confidential basis when it gets into personal territory.




Constant servant application

By every means we should encourage one another in going forward. This should not be desultory or simply occasional, when convenient, but active and constant - a daily preoccupation (Hebrews 3:13). Towards younger brethren this may often mean pushing to keep options open and empowering them for future opportunities and possibilities, the fellowship here taking on mentoring characteristics. Every exercise of proactive fellowship will remind us that it is indeed more blessed to give than receive and should be an expression of God's grace.

As we submit to one another, or are subject to one another, out of reverence for Christ (Ephesians 5:21), we enjoy the counterintuitive richness of the Kingdom of God. This submission is a deliberate reversal of a major aspect of our fallen nature - the desire to control others. It means that we aim to develop the other person, not to better ourselves. This readily becomes a feature of leadership which is humble and motivated by a real love for those led. Servant leadership is not unique to the Christian context, but it does stand in marked contrast with ego-driven leadership which is motivated by status and power. The challenge is for us to love people without having the expectation that they will always be lovable, and serve them regardless.

A servant attitude needs to be developed through practice, both towards individuals, in the church, and more widely. It needs to start in small things, seizing opportunities as they present. It needs to be practical, not largely just a warm glow within, and characterized by faithfulness, reliability, and finishing what we start. It should also express a vulnerability which, like St Paul, is frank about our weakness and dependence on God's grace.

Developing this attitude of service and submission perhaps presents a particular challenge to men. But if the challenge is greater so perhaps are the opportunities and the rewards more significant. It was pointed out at an All Souls Church men's weekend that in our dominant culture over the last centuries males have been cast in the role of provider, protector and procreator. However now there is a real need for men to develop a culture of intimacy amongst themselves. For women this usually happens more readily, but men have the same need to share, in a secure context. Vulnerability and genuineness are better than fickle friendship - commitment and loyalty are basic.2 Male mentoring is often found to be tremendously valuable and effective, possibly because it needs to be a deliberate commitment both ways rather than implying independence in the one mentored, or protégé.

Developing and expressing sympathy and empathy are basic to real fellowship. This means understanding and entering into others' feelings and situations, maybe sharing them, then bearing them up in love and encouragement. It means a focus on feelings rather than facts initially at least. The aphorism that "people don't care what you know until they know that you care" is very true.

But for all of us, developing relationships involving some real intimacy is vital because we do in fact belong to one another in fellowship and need to express this meaningfully. One outcome of learning to do so is that we will not be as likely to pursue undue physical intimacy as substitute in romantic relationships for emotional intimacy - one of the ways in which these are debased in modern permissive culture.





Outward expression or symbolism

Sometimes it may be appropriate in close relationships to have some form of symbolism to emphasise their reality and nature. We have referred to the need to make more of celebrating the Lord's Supper and beyond that, following Jesus' example, perhaps washing one another's feet to symbolise the servant dimension of Christian fellowship can be a kind of private sacrament of friendship. Also it may be appropriate in a committed mentor relationship, to counterbalance the natural tendency for the mentor to be seen as something of a guru rather than as servant. Laying on of hands is another symbolic way to express identification and solidarity in special situations. But of course, it is far more important actually to take opportunities for even menial service of one another, which is the genuine expression of that servant task rather than just symbolism3. It is all too easy for symbolism to displace or replace what it is supposed to represent.

Sometimes we need to exercise the freedom to show our feelings, to be demonstrative on a more everyday basis, for instance with hugging as a greeting. This is much more a feature of today's young generation than older generations, and can often be correlated with a real culture of love, care and support in specific organisational settings. It is also true of other, eg Latin, cultures4. But how much more appropriate for Christians? Having said that, everyone has a different sense of personal space, and some have a fairly restricted emotional comfort zone for all sorts of reasons. For some people, hugging anyone outside the very near and dear is uncomfortable. Indiscriminate demonstration of affection or presumed intimacy outside established relationships is generally quite offensive. All this must be borne in mind when expressing affection, while perhaps being prepared to err a little on the warm side. Western culture has arguably downplayed the human need for touch in relationships, and actually stigmatised it in many situations.

It is perhaps helpful to contrast all this with its opposite extreme, which also provides a powerful sense of belonging. Teenage gang culture fosters a sense of inclusion and belonging, with the excitement of being countercultural or at least antisocial, but which deceives in its implicit offer to be able to act with impunity and escape adverse consequences.





Communication

It is important to communicate, and not just sit back allowing others to do it. Today, apart from face to face conversation and greeting, we have a rich range of possibilities, each of which may suit our individual nature and circumstances. The point is, to be proactive in using them. Where they were formerly a prime means, snail mail letters have become unusual for interpersonal communication. But e-mails can be short or long, a quick "FYI" or reflective. Phone calls, texting, Facebook postings and light-hearted comments, and more are possibilities. But reflect: do you leave the communication initiative entirely to your friends? Or do you take some initiative too? Do you reply in an appropriate time frame? Are you using the many possible social media, texts and e-mails to enrich your friends and others with whom you have opportunity?

There are several things you can do with a personal e-mail or equivalent:


	Answer it immediately, possibly very briefly (eg "thanks, Bill"), maybe just as a holding reply pending 2.

	Answer it more thoughtfully within perhaps a week or so.

	File it without response, or otherwise ignore or forget it.

	Trash it.



Clearly two of these options nurture relationships, and two don't (4 is probably for unwanted correspondence). The third may be equivalent to going to sleep in the middle of a conversation if the sender has some expectation of reply!

There is for each of us a happy medium between being driven by e-mail traffic (as some of us tend to be because of our role in life) and being so laid back that we frustrate and don't keep faith with those who love us.





How we talk about people

is a major point of witness. Banter (male) & gossip (female) often tends to be putting down, or personal one-upmanship, instead of edifying, encouraging and empowering. Find positive things to say with good humour.

As Christians we need to walk in the truth, and cultivate honesty in our relationships rather than flattery, fawning or merely superficial jocularity. Friendship is based on listening - listening conveys love, especially as it flows on to engagement in earnest conversation or helpfulness and service in other ways. A corollary of this is care with confidentiality, especially regarding shared prayer points.





Active humility

Overall we need to be affirming and appreciating one another explicitly as part of God's creation and part of his church, demonstrating integrity in open relationships. In our individual circle of contacts, how many people could say that we have expressed love and appreciation to them in word or deed over recent weeks? - something a bit more than tagging them in memes? St Paul emphasized one aspect of this in saying "in humility consider others better than yourselves. Each of you should look not only to his own interests, but also to the interests of others" in the fellowship of Christ (Philippians 2:3-4). In both attitude and action this is so basic and important that we really need to make sure we don't miss out on doing it in the worldly rush of busy lives. However shy, reserved or lacking in confidence we may be, standing off and apart is simply really not an option.





1.2 Discussion questions


	What are main respects in which you are actively encouraging, affirming and supporting others?


	How does your prayer routine reflect this?


	Have there been times when your being subject to a fellow Christian (Eph 5:21) has been a challenge?


	Do you feel safe in expressing your thoughts and feelings to other Christians?


	Are you helping to develop a strong and wholesome sense of belonging to and with other Christians?









1.3 Close friendships and intimacy

As mentioned above, all of us have a real need and usually a desire for intimacy and emotional connection with close friends, as an expression of love, and reciprocally to be known, accepted and loved. Loneliness is an unattractive and often destructive alternative, though individuals differ in what they seek emotionally. But friendships with potential to grow into close long-term ones are insufficiently esteemed and nurtured in our western culture today. This goes with a debasement of love as a prime human and godly attribute.

The biblical benchmark of this kind of close friendship is perhaps David and Jonathan, both young men but from very different backgrounds - lowly shepherd with warrior credentials, and royalty respectively. Though David was married to Jonathan's sister Michal, he could say in his lament for Jonathan "my brother" that "you were very dear to me. Your love for me was wonderful, more wonderful than that of women." (2 Samuel 1:26) This clearly contrasts two categories of intimate love, one properly very physical, the other essentially not. It is always a joy to see such close male relationships today, expressing a richness of love that is all too uncommon. We earnestly wish that every young man could experience such a peer relationship at least once, and similarly for young women. Often this will be before the full expression of sexual love in marriage, and it will benchmark for the individual a kind of intimacy which is not hormone-driven. That then enables a more sensible decision re life partner, at a stage when hormones are influential. The point here is that Christians in particular should be very open to it in expressing created human nature in the face of superficial culture.




Intimacy and sexuality

Relational intimacy is a basic human need, and a major driver for it is our sexuality. The most obvious human intimacy is in the marriage relationship, which is the human equivalent of the intimate relationship between Christ and his people (Eph 5:22f). But any intimate relationship is where we can be fully known, and know another, transcending ordinary human relationships. We should note in this regard that while sexual union is the epitome of intimacy here today, Jesus' response to the Sadducees (Mark 12:18-25, Luke 20:27-36) suggests that sex will be subsumed in fuller and wider relationships in God's restored creation - 'like the angels in heaven'. So in the context of this book we primarily address intimacy outside of that marriage relationship - discussing what is good, appropriate and enriching.

The interplay of sexuality and emotional connectedness outside marriage can be confusing. It is plausibly addressed by an American psychologist, William Struthers: "When the need to be known is met regularly, the sexual drive is decreased. When it is not regularly satisfied, the force of it builds. As the drive increases, we become less able to make wise decisions about how we meet it. A starving man will eat anything that is put before him. An intimacy-neglected man will grasp at any available opportunity to know or be known. The need for intimacy will build without emotional connection, and he will look for this connection in unhealthy and unproductive places (such as pornography or prostitutes)" rather than with real people. "We all long for intimacy and for the transcendence that comes when we experience it. Intimacy is the process by which we understand and grow toward our purpose in life: to be conformed to the image of Christ. It requires that we do as Christ did, to give of ourselves in acts of loving kindness and servant sacrifice for the benefit of others." William Struthers, Wired for Intimacy - how pornography hijacks the male brain, IVP USA 2009. Chapter 7 on The Male Need for Intimacy.

In our western culture with ready acceptance of promiscuous sex, the prevalent notion of intimacy tends to be largely physical and sexual - a transient plumbing connection rather than an enduring heart connection. The hunger for intimacy is channelled into sexual gratification, and the intimacy is at best transient, or simply illusory. The casual sex encounter does not involve the sort of intimacy which satisfies the soul5 and soul intimacy of open sharing and emotional connectedness is often ignored, disparaged or dismissed. This becomes a real barrier to proper non-sexual intimacy, especially if it might have any physical expression (which it need not). In particular it may stigmatise same-sex friendships, and it creates an image of masculinity which simply does not allow for wholesome intimacy with other males. Yet for very many people, especially coming out of emotional deficiencies in family background, there is a huge need for building close plural relationships of this kind, and experiencing love as that word is used by Christians. There is a challenge for Christians to counter the cultural bias which plays down or stigmatises platonic intimacy, without courting scandal. Certainly the intimacy which should be part of everybody's experience (apart from marriage) does not need any physical expression, though it may be enhanced by a little of that.

Outside of marriage (for single as well as married people), there can be very meaningful intimacy which is non-sexual, with close friends regardless of gender. It is driven by the heart, not the hormones. It takes time and hanging out together to build the rapport involved - there is no proper intimacy that is instant or short-term. It involves sharing our life with others, and a sense of security and corresponding confidentiality. It involves a spirit of self-sacrifice and a willingness to invest in relationships. It will often lack the emotional intensity of 1:1 romantic relationships, but has much of the vulnerability of accountability partnerships. Being vulnerable is risky - it is easily violated, leading to real hurt, but it is a pathway to intimacy. However, the relationships can cultivate an appropriate kind of intimacy in mutual support.

There is love that is deeper and fuller than eros, and unrelated to sexuality or sex. It would seem that most younger people today don't experience it, burying the opportunity in sexual adventures of one kind and another in a quest for intimacy, and of course seldom finding it there. Physical intimacy may accompany but not likely lead to soul intimacy.

An isolated Christian is very vulnerable, and fair game for the opposition. Often he or she will be a dead duck spiritually. Practical love is needed with an intimacy and support that is vital, where people who really love them meet their emotional and intellectual needs with emotional and intellectual solutions. We all need to build and grow relationships which meet both our own needs and those of others. An unmet hunger for intimacy can drive a person to vicarious seeking of it in pornography, and this is one of the precursors of porn problems (see also 2.5).





What form does this intimacy take and how is it achieved?

Time and talk - sharing and trusting, in love - are basic. In other words, deep friendship in varying degrees. Openness and vulnerability come into it, with the concomitant possibility of hurt. (The closer we come to someone, the greater the potential for pain as well as joy.) Commitment in prayer supports it. Bitterness and pain can hinder it by stopping us reaching out to others.

John Wyatt, quoted in the introduction to this chapter, put it well. He spoke of "kinds of friendships which have been a wonderful experience of intimacy, of openness, of sharing and of mutual vulnerability. That kind of friendship has to be nurtured and is a precious thing." He encourages junior doctors and medical students to form them as a lifetime "foundation and resource", which of course they can be - and arguably need to be - for all of us.

While they are essentially non-physical, such close friendships may or may not have any physical expression beyond the occasional or regular hug, depending on cultural conditioning.6 For most of us, they don't need any physical expression.





Opening up

Being open and trustworthy, and expressing love effectively in service of one another is where we need to begin. Thus we engage with other individuals in self-giving and exercise the new quality of life that the Holy Spirit is creating in us. That and the accompanying feeling of humility will open opportunity for intimacy based on faithfulness and truth which can move us towards experiencing the quality of life which will characterise God's restored creation, free of self-seeking and other sin. But any shared activity can also develop this quality of friendship. This intimacy with trusted friends is both an emotional connection and reciprocal self-disclosure, openness and knowledge of one another - knowing and being known. It means being open and able to speak from the depths of our heart and reciprocally to be accepted.

It means feeling free to be largely uninhibited, with confidentiality assumed. Just as with marital intimacy, here too there is a corresponding divine template: Jesus when addressing a mixed audience said: "I am the good shepherd; I know my sheep and my sheep know me - just as the Father knows me and I know the Father." (John 10:14-15) The reciprocal knowing of his people and Jesus reflects that between Father and Son. That sets a high standard for general as distinct from marital intimate relationships among God's "sheep".

Because our culture is so sexualised, in practice, non-sexual intimacy is often easiest to find with same-sex friends. One can have that kind of relationship with the opposite sex (where the hormones don't kick in to overlay the basic human love with eros), but it's not common. Many yearn for this soul intimacy, and would be fortified by it, but are frustrated because sexual opportunities divert and then disappoint them. And in anything like a dating situation outside of a Christian context, any failure to get laid very early in a relationship often implies disinterest.

A model for social intimacy is that which God's people have with Him, as described for instance in Psalm 139:1-6, and which is risk-free and secure. "You know me ... you are familiar with all my ways, ... you lay your hand upon me. Such knowledge is too wonderful for me, too lofty to attain." There is security in this intimacy, and to a lesser extent human intimacy can emulate it. Where sin, shame and fear cut across that intimacy with God and need to be dealt with by his grace, so too they must be dealt with by his word and spirit in human relationships.





Maturity

To sustain intimacy requires some emotional maturity and self-awareness. It also develops those qualities, by practising sensitivity and tuning in to others, experiencing a bit of give and take. There is real joy in cultivating friendships with individuals who are trustworthy and reliable. These are built over time on truth and honesty, with gentleness and love.

For these reasons, close friendships without emotional intensity are incidentally good preparation for romantic relationships leading to marriage. In fact anything which encourages and develops emotional maturity will help the romantic prospects for the longer term. While a lot of hormonal charge properly gives romantic relationships an intensity absent from the close friendship kind of intimacy, the relationship-building attributes are similar, as is the need for shared values and a similarly-tuned moral compass. Being progressively open, trusting and vulnerable in non-sexual relationships is both training and confidence-building in relation to eventual marriage. Close romantic relationships are always provisional, so that all but one (pre marriage) get broken off if the lifelong prospects don't stack up, but the close friendships tend to be enduring, though over time they will wax and wane. They provide a stable emotional base for exploring the sometimes fraught romances leading towards marriage, and afterwards.

If a young person does not enjoy that kind of intimate loving relationship, then the need for intimacy will tend to be loaded on to sexual relationships, driving them too far and too fast into physical intimacy there, since that is where our instincts take us. Many people do not experience a proper kind of intimacy in their youth, and so when their instincts quite properly point them towards sexual experience, that with the first obliging sexual partner largely defines intimacy for them. Yet it isn't - it is merely putting the form of it before the substance. And vicarious sex in the form of pornography is one stage worse in its limitless opportunity for addiction and potential for depraving our ability to enjoy real sex.





Countercultural witness

It is worth reflecting on how much the sexualisation of our culture deprives us in this area, compared with what a Christian focus can achieve by infusing all aspects of life with God's values centred on Christ. Elevating sex to be an autonomous goal means other relationships tend to become depauperate, and all aspects of life are infused with it and subtly warped. But sex in the context of God's design and purpose is more than that (cf chapter 2) and it complements rather than diminishes other relationships, especially the intimacy discussed here.

In trusting friendships, for anything to be totally 'unmentionable' is a pretty effective way to see that it never gets properly addressed. With close friends, everything should be discussable! Sometimes that can be a great relief, too.

Jesus provides a model of human intimacy with his three closest disciples, Peter, James and John, apparently giving extra time and being more open with them as well as admitting them to particular experiences - notably the transfiguration. He was also close to several women. But we observe this from afar and from a different culture, so don't have too many pointers to apply.

Christians need to model intimacy which is not physical or basically sexual both among the brethren and in other friendships. It is a foretaste of heaven!





1.3 Discussion Questions


	What are the shared values that you most enjoy expressing in friendships?


	Are you apprehensive about being known by your close friends? Are you daunted by what they might share with you?


	Which of your friends might have cause to thank God for your love and encouragement in the last couple of weeks?


	What have been your frustrations in seeking non-sexual intimacy?


	To what extent do you find yourself drawn to sex to achieve some sense of intimacy?


	How do your non-Christian friends understand and experience intimacy? What are their hopes and desires?


	Is the idea of openness and vulnerability in a relationship agreeable in principle? in practice?


	How active are you in nurturing the close relationships referred to by Prof Wyatt?









1.4 Specific support relationships

All relationships within Christian fellowship involve a real measure of accountability and a renunciation of the independence of our culture along with its implicit assumption of personal privacy being paramount.




Accountability partnership

With a very few who are committed prayer partners, there can be a specific peer-level accountability relationship or partnership if we are serious about making our behaviour conform to our being disciples of Christ. In this we open ourselves very fully, acknowledging our specific concerns and weaknesses, confessing our lapses and being open (or even interrogated) regarding our points of weakness and vulnerability. This may be in one or two close one-to-one friendships (see 1.4), or in a small group of three or four, on a same-sex basis7. It can be a powerful aid to self-discipline and encouragement to godly behaviour, in the context of ruthless honesty, expressed graciously, enabled by loving trust and undergirded by committed prayer. Some complementarity of strengths and weaknesses is a good idea. But to work well there needs to be mutual regard and ready interaction.

Such an accountability partnership does require a good deal of trust, and reciprocally a persistence and relentless interest in the other person. It involves a proactive love which will ruthlessly cut through any denial and cover-up when things are wrong or seem to be heading off the rails.8 A partner must be willing to risk upsetting and insulting a brother or sister. In exploring possibilities maybe ask: do I trust you enough to be comfortable that you know the worst about me, am I willing to be vulnerable in exposing my flaws? Is your relentless probing into the dark parts of my life going to be joyfully cathartic for me? And do you love me enough to be really ruthless, as well as persistently prayerful and encouraging? It must be a strong enough love to risk the friendship at times. Questions must be specific, probing what needs to be brought into the light. Christians, like everyone, sometimes have an unfortunate capacity for self-deception. However hard it is to find a suitable accountability partner, don't give up! At least exercise some degree of that kind of relationship among those with whom you are closest.

There is a real sense in which an accountability partner models Christ to us. When we confront our own weakness and failings to that trusted friend, we know that they will not condemn or walk away, but will very firmly call us to see ourselves without the deceits of rationalizing, call us to more godly endeavor, and will love and support us in prayer. Our sense of being unburdened by that encounter is very much what we might sense from our daily prayer life. Often, if we're honest in our human weakness, the threat of opprobrium from an accountability partner is a much stronger reinforcement to conscience than any spiritual sense of responsibility to God.

Such accountability relationships are also a good antidote to pride because one needs to be so open and frank. Humility is very much about being honest to ourselves and others regarding our weaknesses, and in respect to others, thus being vulnerable. When one partner presses questions to another, this is not intrusive curiosity nor is it particularly implying doubt about the partner's godly intentions or self-discipline in pursuing them. But it is guarding the partner since he or she knows that those intrusive questions are part of the deal and will always come. They cannot be ducked. Sometimes an accountability partner needs to be a real intolerant bastard in order to effectively love his brother who is seduced by sin.

If necessary, confession and getting it off one's chest will be a relief, indeed cathartic, along with the reminder that the more important confession to the Lord himself and repentance mean forgiveness and putting the sin behind once and for all. James (5:16) exhorts: "Confess your sins to each other and pray for each other so that you may be healed". It is immensely liberating to be able to spill your guts to someone who will love you even if you feel failed, rotten, and useless at times. The accountability partner(s) share the sorrow, encourage the repentance and then provide loving encouragement, prayer support and strength in going forward with clear assurance of forgiveness and renewed resolve. It can counter the cycle of good intentions - failure - guilt. 9 This is properly reciprocal. We need to be alert to the tendency of sharp and helpful accountability partnerships degenerating to merely comfortable "warm fuzzies talking shop" as one friend put it. If you really love someone you will be more concerned for their spiritual health than their immediate comfort, so don't hold back from challenging them regularly.

In a spiritual warfare perspective, accountability relationships centred on prayer mean that we fight for one another as well as encouraging, we acknowledge that we all have similar battles and that if Satan takes on one he takes on much more! But giving ourselves to others in this kind of way is very countercultural for men.

In practice, and especially over time, accountability partnerships, prayer partnerships and mentoring can merge or morph into one another. For example, some elements of accountability partnership are likely in a mentor relationship, and prayer support for one another is basic to any close relationship. However, accountability partnerships are mainly or at least substantially defensive in spiritual warfare, whereas mentor relationships are largely encouragement and support more positively. In contrast to the close friendships discussed in the previous section, none are necessarily long-term, though some prayer commitments tend to be. Accountability partnerships tend to change with our active circle of peer-level friends who are available to spend time with.





Dependency & trust.

Philip Yancey comments that he learned a vital lesson with respect to fellowship from a Christian in Alcoholics Anonymous. This Christian pointed out that all church fellowship he had encountered was shallow and merely emotional, whereas in AA one learned real dependency on others, with openness of confession and trust which was reciprocal. This contrasts with individualism which approaches fellowship from the standpoint of it (and other people) meeting my needs as if on a shopping trip - pious, optional and disengaged. Christian fellowship particularly and close friendships generally can be an effective voice of conscience in our lives.

However, in a fellowship context, narrowing the field unduly can lead to an unhealthy emotional dependency on one or two others, which becomes too emotionally intense. Balance and intelligent sensitivity is needed - real love is neither total individualism nor total co-dependency. Some fellowship gets very personal, with a lot of openness which can verge on being invasive, so each must be sensitive to what the other finds comfortable and helpful, not imposing his or her own agenda for personal satisfaction.

A prayer partnership - in the sense of mutual commitment to pray for one another and provide updates to enable this - is a healthy dependency. It is not contingent on being geographically close or synchronizing diaries in order to meet, but is an important means of mutual support and fellowship, as we bear one another's burdens and share one another's journey. A full-on prayer partnership is likely to involve commitment to pray daily for one another on a few key points, but most of us have a wider circle of lesser commitments in prayer, which may be reciprocal. If we ever feel we are too busy to pray properly, then a rearrangement of priorities is urgent. Prayer connection can be as important as social connection - hanging out together - and both together mean a lot.





Mentoring

Mentoring is an important and richly-rewarding form of fellowship, where an older or more experienced and mature person takes another under his or her wing, at their request. This builds on a friendship where the younger party invites the older to be proactive in challenging, caring, encouraging and praying. It can in addition be focused on particular issues where advice and guidance based on experience is sought. It is essentially purposeful love in this context.

The scope in extent and time horizon needs to be worked out in each case to meet the needs and expectations of the mentee. The scope of mentor relationships can be wide, or focused on vocational, study, or personal issues. Typically a mentor relationship will be for a year or two or three, with scope for extension at the mentee's discretion. But most of the value will be in a year or two of relatively intense relationship - perhaps meeting every four to six weeks and some communication in between to update the prayer agenda. A significant ongoing friendship often ensues. Undertaking mentoring is a huge privilege, and usually a joy, for the mentor as servant.

While there is no hard and fast definition of mentoring, the mentor's basic task is prayer and encouragement, and he or she needs to be fairly open to candidly sharing life experiences, and also explicitly open to being questioned on anything at all. A mentor is someone who has dealt with some of the challenges in life and gained wisdom, which can be passed on. He or she can anticipate challenges ahead of the mentee, and read their situation helpfully. St Paul's personal ministry to and support of Timothy is a good biblical model - albeit more of a full apprenticeship in ministry than most mentoring involves. All the attributes of fellowship mentioned above seem to be there, in the context of strong prayer commitment.

Mentoring involves at least prayer and communication, usually with proactive comment. It requires significant focus and commitment to encourage and serve over some time, coupled with an occasional reality check. It is likely to involve modelling relevant ministry, leadership, or other principles. It requires much more listening than suggesting, often as a sounding board. It will aim to cultivate a measure of thoughtful independence, certainly not any ongoing dependence. It involves taking responsibility for the younger person, though the scope of that responsibility will vary from simply spending a bit of time and praying for them to investing a lot of time and perhaps financial support as required, as part of stewardship. In a Christian context, it presupposes that the mentee attends to the basic spiritual disciplines of bible reading and prayer to keep in touch with God's Holy Spirit themselves. The mentor needs to be attentive, but not intrusive, and that is easier if the mentee has an active accountability partnership to deal with day to day issues such as sexual lust. In fact, such a peer-level partnership might be a precondition for mentoring.

Mentoring is an invaluable investment in the next generation of disciples and leaders, and in the church should be honoured as such, as an epitome of cross-generational fellowship. It is enormously valuable, usually for both parties, and any realistic opportunity for establishing mentor relationships should be taken up. In Ian's experience the maximum mentoring load is three or four, though this will depend on the nature and scope of each relationship. Mentors may also be significant in linking protégés with important resources (including financial) and networks. Often the most significant difference between Christians who grow strongly and those who don't is the involvement of a mentor.10 A modest mentor input in a person's early 20s can make a significant difference to that person's vocational trajectory. Time, prayer, love, connections, money can all play a part in that input. Whatever the limitations of the mentor's godliness, wisdom and experience, loving engagement with anyone through encouragement and focused prayer will be a significant blessing.

In complex circumstances such as when a headstrong mentee's life descends into chaos, the mentor role may become largely confined to prayer for some time, even a year or two. But that role is not diminished thereby!

It would be hard to overstate the significance of mentoring. Having more than one mentee at a time means that the relationship doesn't become too intense, but having headspace for more than about three would be unlikely in a busy life. Certainly Ian can say, in respect to his various pastoral and mentor relationships over many years, that he hasn't given anything to anyone where he hasn't himself been greatly enriched in the process.11

A mentor prayer that Ian uses in initiating a mentor relationship is: to love him as you do - expressed in practical ways, to serve him as your servant and motivate him in the service of others, and to encourage him as an agent of your Holy Spirit. Broadly speaking the mentor role is to love deliberately and effectively.


Mentoring practicalities

There is no set procedure for mentoring, but Ian's way of going about it is as follows:


	Commit for approx. two years, with aim of then passing them on to someone else to take them forward.

	Meet for quality discussion time (preferably over a meal) every 4-6 weeks.

	Commit to daily specific prayer for them (eg 4-5 points), with need to update the specifics by occasional communication. Keep them fairly front of mind.

	Seek opportunities to involve them in my life - reflections, occasions (meetings, talks, 4WD trips, etc) and to benefit them in every practical way. Share thoughts and experiences.

	Be a servant, not guru. Available and attentive, but not intrusive.

	Encourage actively, look for practical opportunities to love them effectively.

	Give them access to a modest stewardship budget I control in order to take up particular opportunities.

	Strongly encourage the mentee to have/ get a peer-level accountability partner.

	stay out of mentee's social circle, be available but not intrusive.

	encourage the mentee to become a mentor to others, not merely a recipient of attention.









Contrasts

There is a clear contrast between mentoring and the leader-disciple or leader-apprentice relationship. In each case the junior party needs to decide upon and initiate the relationship, but while the mentee should set the terms of the relationship, the disciple accepts those of the leader in joining the team or cause. Also the disciple or apprentice aims to serve the leader and advance their purposes, while the mentor role is to serve the mentee and do whatever is opportune to advance their interests and broadly vocational prospects, within the scope agreed.

A mentor relationship is very appropriate for addressing situations where a young person's gifts and abilities are well beyond their vocational ambition (or the reverse). Also for where a deeply ingrained entitlement mentality needs to be replaced by a powerful sense of responsibility and generosity.

There is also a fairly clear contrast between mentor relationships and peer-level accountability partnerships. The mentor is normally in a different place in life, so any reciprocity of accountability is limited and it would be intrusive for the mentor to be probing the porn/ sex/ lust stuff every time they meet, and mentee would likely not feel it appropriate to probe reciprocally - though occasional questions are always in order. All this is much better reciprocally at peer level. Secondly is the need to keep short accounts regarding immediate pressures and temptations - the 4-6 weeks of typical mentor meeting routine is too long. And while the accountability partner will often be part of the other person's social circle, the mentor will not.

Exit check from a mentoring relationship: Has the mentoring been all that you expected or hoped for? How might it have been better? Has it been too intrusive? Too distant? As you consider prospects for a new mentor, are you eager to take up a mentoring role yourself?





Task-oriented fellowship

In addition to more intimate fellowship, there is also a place for task-oriented fellowship, which is shallower as a personal relationship but substantial in engaging particular issues, academic dissertation, or other shared interests, ministry and vision. In the New Testament, this is what the word fellowship means - a shared partnership.

In task-oriented fellowship a central consideration is the interdependence of gifts, abilities and character and the way they are used so as to be complementary. The common tasks where this flourishes are especially those involving Christian service and ministry. Incidentally such fellowship provides an important opportunity in developing romantic relationships.

Sometimes such fellowship may be where there has simply not been time or opportunity to get close, or where the chemistry is different. But a more intellectual kind of fellowship certainly has its place and can be strongly encouraging and effective at serving, without engaging the emotions as much. It is a classic kind of male fellowship, non-demonstrative but side by side in common tasks. However it is certainly not confined to males.

Writing about one of the most significant eras in British political history, in Saints in Politics, E.M.Howse describes the largely Christian fellowship context of the monumental achievements of the period around 1800 and how the energy and commitment nurtured there led to the abolition of slavery and the very expensive emancipation of those enslaved12. This Christian-led movement to abolish slave-trading is regarded as an archetype of human rights-based social change. The group of Clapham friends led by Wilberforce became knit together around common evangelically-based values: "in an astonishing intimacy and solidarity, they planned and laboured like a committee that never was dissolved. At the Clapham mansions they congregated by common impulse in what they chose to call their 'Cabinet Councils' wherein they discussed the wrongs and injustices which were the reproach to their country, and the battles which would need to be fought to establish righteousness. And thereafter, in Parliament and out, they moved as one body, delegating to each man the work he could do best, that their common principles might be maintained and their common purposes be realised. In private intercourse they lived and acted almost as if they all belonged to an inner circle of one large family"13 . Not often is Christian fellowship central on the political stage, or at least empowering what goes on there in a major country, but there is room for it to be so. We should also note that Wilberforce was one of a number of Christian leaders closely mentored by John Newton, the great evangelical preacher and former slave trader.

The Clapham influence didn't stop there, but was pervasive in commercial life. "If one asks how 19th century English merchants earned a reputation of being the most honest in the world (a very real factor in the primacy of English trade), the answer is because hell and heaven seemed as real to them as tomorrow's sunrise, and the last judgment as real as the week's balance sheet," according to historian Sir Robert Ensor, commenting on the social influence of evangelicalism in the period 1870-86.14





Christian leadership

Leadership by Christians requires that we approach the task as servants, in the way outlined earlier. Humility in leadership and in fellowship generally is related to love, a focus on others not ourselves, and the cultivation of growth in those led. The stark contrast here is ego-driven leadership which is motivated by status and power. But pride in leadership is normally more subtle and hence debilitating without our realizing it. A leader in ministry needs to be able both to learn from their shortcomings and failures and to acknowledge them so that others develop a healthy appreciation of what is involved in leadership by fallible but faithful people. Especially in youth leadership a measure of hero worship can develop (the contrast with uncool parents helps that!) and this can mean that young people don't feel confident in exposing their own problems and weaknesses. Youth leaders should to some extent be vulnerable before the youth, acknowledging that they are struggling human beings who grapple with their own issues. This is not to diminish the importance of leaders being role models and setting a godly example, it is simply keeping it real and countering pride.

In the 20th century we saw two major political transformations which had Christian influence at their core. Communism in Eastern Europe collapsed for many reasons, but a key influence was the Polish Pope aligned with the witness of evangelical churches and those who took courage from both. In South Africa the peaceful overthrow of apartheid was accomplished with one remarkable man (Nelson Mandela, who claimed no Christian affiliation) as the movement's figurehead, plus a black African Archbishop who spent many hours in prayer each day and later presided over the Truth and Reconciliation Commission which did much to heal the social wounds of the country. Both were evidently used by God to effect a change which was beyond the hopes of most.





1.4 Discussion questions


	Do you have an accountability partner (or two)?


	How do you balance the tough love which may tend to be intrusive with letting him/her do their own thing?


	Are you always fully honest with your accountability partner?


	When did your accountability partner last make you feel uncomfortable?


	What have been the highlights of your accountability relationship(s) and associated prayer?


	What has been your experience of mentoring?


	What experience are you gaining in leadership? What lessons from this?


	Do you have experience of task-oriented fellowship?


	Does this help you in developing a supportive style of working with non-Christians?


	Can you see ways in which the power of Christian witness and prayer might address major social or political challenges on your radar?









1.5 Some ups and downs in new family relationships




Worship

As disciples of Christ, we need to inhabit a culture of praise and thanksgiving. This will point us in a diametrically opposite direction to much of the temptation which assails us in life, and much of the preoccupation with individual rights. "Among you there must not be even a hint of sexual immorality, or of any kind of impurity, or of greed, because these are improper for God's holy people. Nor should there be obscenity, foolish talk or coarse joking, which are out of place, but rather thanksgiving." Instead of the fellowship of hedonism, we need to be filled with song, with thanksgiving and a willingness to submit to one another and take responsibility Ephesians 5:3-4, 18-21). Is that an obvious characteristic of our fellowship? Does our worship of God reinforce and assert an alternative reality to the worldview of our culture?

But sometimes it can feel like we are just 'going through the motions' in this and glorification of God seems a bit thin and repetitive. If so, we need to address just what it is that is leading us to feel as though what we are doing is a bit purposeless. Is it perhaps because at church we simply sing the words, or because we praise God in the same way each week? Maybe this can be an opportunity to try a different way to praise God in many parts of our week by simply following his promptings as we engage with tasks and relationships. This may lead us to worship in a new and exciting way in which we have not praised our maker before. More broadly we should see praise, worship and thanksgiving as something which we make our lifestyle, not just something switched on for special occasions.[^15]





Fellowship involves communication

Simply being in Christian fellowship does not give us immunity to glitches in relationships due to pride, selfishness, thoughtlessness, gossip, and more. But it should enable us more readily to apologise, seek and bestow forgiveness, and achieve reconciliation - though these actions should not be confined to our Christian circle of fellowship. We should not let a disagreement or misunderstanding fester, but should address it as soon as possible and restore the relationship. Gossip can be deadly in a church context - avoid it absolutely.

There are however disagreements which should not impede fellowship. Christians in good conscience disagree about many things, perhaps most acutely in politics, but also cultural matters. Our fellowship needs to transcend those differences, even when they are profound. In fact it should be a major point of witness that it does so, and that we continue fulsomely to love those who disagree with us in matters that in the world are major.

Failure to respond to personally-addressed messages, e-mails, etc is effectively a renunciation of that fellowship. It can be as offensive as meeting a friend in the street and deliberately ignoring their greeting. Of course the response may be just a very short acknowledgment if there is not time and inclination for something longer and thoughtful, but total silence is far from golden. We all have limited time, but priorities must be applied here as elsewhere and for the Christian, people stuff should normally rank ahead of much else. And having almost unlimited time for verbal communication but ignoring e-mails doesn't make sense.

It is easy to forgive when someone wrongs us, realises it and asks for our forgiveness. It is much harder to forgive when they cannot or will not perceive any wrong or offence. Or when we feel that justice is avoided by our proffering forgiveness. Or when we feel that to be forgiving is to be weak. But forgiving is an act of grace from the heart more than the mind. Failure to forgive sows bitterness in us, and leaves the offending party unaffected. Forgiveness is not the same as indifference or tolerance - it is active, and it needs to be practiced in any fellowship context in response to sin, offence, or simply difference. In many respects it is a barometer of godliness. Occasionally, however, when an offence is particularly grievous, forgiveness can take time to develop, as we come to terms with what someone has done and its impact on us. Reciprocally, apology is a great boost to humility. If within Christian fellowship we cannot model forgiveness and reconciliation, we will find it much harder to achieve both in the world outside. Forgiveness cleans the slate, enabling us to forget about offences and to move on. (Past things may be recalled as a matter of fact, but not of significance, if they have been dealt with.)

Another aspect of our links with other Christians in fellowship is that we need to be prepared to take up issues and even admonish those close to us, if we are to love them effectively.15 This may be to the extent of curtailing their full participation in corporate expressions of fellowship if their behaviour demands it. As in any family, unconditional love does not issue in unlimited tolerance, though we need to be consistent and not simply focus on high-profile sins. And while one looks for opportunity to praise publicly, criticism must always be in private. We are accountable for engaging others in God's family, not always simply standing back (2 Thessalonians 3:6-15).





Hypocrisy and judgment

Although we need always to be looking out for our brethren (Gal 6:1-10) we also need to be careful that we are not judging their sins in the sense of condemning them and withdrawing from personal fellowship with them, effectively writing them off. There is only one judge and it is important that we each live our lives secure in that knowledge. Reciprocally it means that we need to be open when people whom we respect and who are brethren with our best interests in mind approach us graciously to take up issues with us. They may proffer constructive suggestions, but without condemning us.

Similarly if each of us cannot go to someone to raise something without a spirit of condemnation, then we should be leaving it to someone else to approach them rather than doing it ourselves. Christians are often all too quick to judge one another, forgetting that to God a lie is just as much a sin as murder, and both separate us from God. To God we are all sinners and not worthy of his friendship other than through Christ having taken our sin upon himself. We need to be careful that we are not looking at other people and suggesting that their sinning ways are worse than our sinning ways.

In British and Australian cultures, but often not in US, a deliberate gentle rudeness is a delightful kind of "love language" (cf 3.3) which implies an affection that outweighs the alleged or indicated deficiencies in the other.





Initiative and witness

Christian fellowship is not purely inward-oriented, but has important implications for witness, drawing others in. If we display relationships with evident values, and if we have real contact outside (i.e. not being a closed ghetto), then there is much scope for the quality of fellowship being attractive as people see lives of holiness and love. "As I have loved you, so you must love one another. All men will know you are my disciples if you love one another." (John 13:34-35). Correspondingly, fellowship which makes us into little more than a congenial ghetto, rather than strengthening and encouraging our engagement with others, is seriously deficient and needs addressing. A good test of any close Christian fellowship relationship is whether, instead of tending to be exclusive, it makes both parties more actively loving and outreaching to others. Do we love our workplace colleagues more than the work itself? Do we love our sports teammates more than the sport itself?

Finally, let's emphasise that we each need to be proactive and intentional in fellowship, and not simply assume that the good things outlined here are what will somehow just happen to us. Especially we need to be proactive when we move to a new place, so that we establish significant Christian relationships there as soon as possible, not being deterred by any perceived cliquishness. New relationships are vital as we go forward, even though this often means allowing some old ones to diminish.

In summary, we need to attend to a few things in order to enjoy our family life in Christ: Are we really serving others? Are we praying with and for other individuals? Are we finding ways to encourage and help others? Do we draw strength and encouragement from one or two others? Are we available and open to others? Is the fellowship in the church such that singles are not made to feel second-class? We need to work hard at love!





1.5 Discussion questions


	Have you been able to make praise and thanksgiving central to your life? To your fellowship?


	Are you reliable in communicating and responding to communications?


	What have been the main challenges you have faced in forgiving others? In taking up issues with others?


	How do you think your non-Christian friends perceive your Christian family relationships? Is John 13:34-35 true for you?


	Are there other issues raised in the last paragraph above?









1.6 Sharing and maintaining values in community

As well as sharing new family relationships in Christ we progressively come to share new values that derive from a Christian worldview. These (or any) values have implications for our behaviour and lifestyle in discipleship. They can make us quite countercultural. Periodically we need to review our core values and check that our ideas, behaviour and socialising are in fact aligned with them.




Material matters

As prosperity increases, much of our western society is becoming consumerist - with values related to what we buy, and hedonist, with values related to how we please ourselves. The consumerism is countered to some extent by increasing environmental awareness, but waste due to both carelessness and extravagance is still widespread.

The hedonism has two dimensions: orientation of the pleasure-seeking or gratification and its timing. Not only is it seeking pleasure or self gratification rather than service and expressing love for others, it seeks it now - not significantly delayed, as is often a corollary of the Christian approach to life.

In any case, the question of people's values and how they are derived and expressed is a major issue driving both economics and politics. Christians can easily just go along with the mob, rather than being radical in deriving their values from their roots of faith, and reinforcing one another in sharing those. Jesus' words about not being preoccupied with material things, and certainly not letting our attachment to them divert our discipleship, remain true. More than that, they are perhaps more important to heed today than ever before.

That is not to say that there will be a uniform kind of Christian lifestyle, because cultural differences which are not derived from hedonism or consumerism are properly influential. God calls people initially in particular cultural settings even within western society, and he may or may not then call people from those into something else. Each of us needs to establish a lifestyle which is appropriate to our cultural setting and Christian values and faithful to other principles which are elaborated in later chapters.





Personal discipline

We do need to be disciplined in pursuing that lifestyle and those values - there is much New Testament exhortation in that regard. Discipline and discipleship go together!

The primary area of discipline is in keeping us connected with the source of our shared values, hence regular and intentional personal bible study. We easily underestimate the potential for drifting away from the perspective on reality that daily bible study gives us, however cursory or inadequate we may sometimes feel it is. Paying attention to God's word gives us confidence to persevere rather than drift. If we do drift from those values and change towards a perspective more aligned with the surrounding culture, we no longer have the basis of fellowship in any very meaningful sense. Development of a Christian mind is explored in a later chapter.

If we simply pursue the latest fads in our surrounding culture we inevitably end up embracing the trivial at the expense of the enduring values we espouse, and find ourselves at odds with the psalmist who prayed "Turn my eyes away from worthless things, renew my life according to your word" Psalm 119:37). There does need to be a deliberate rejection of what is of low or negative value and a disciplined pursuit of what is congruent with our new family relationships. It is all too true that if you don't stand for something you will fall for anything!

While this discipline and the fellowship in shared values and discipleship is something we individually need to decide upon and put into practice, it also sets us up for experiencing a sense of community with other believers. Whether in some subset of the church, or in a parachurch group of some kind where we spend a lot of time, this community is a natural and necessary extension of fellowship, and it transcends the social and cultural barriers which commonly divide people. A later chapter deals with hospitality, which is also an aspect of building community. While much of the shape of community is given by circumstance, there is also a place for personal chemistry in determining where and how we interact most comfortably and productively. But comfort should never mean that community becomes exclusive rather than open, it will be richest where we are open to new people who broadly line up with the discipleship and associated values which brings us together in the first place.





Christian community and culture

Community is important because it provides a wider circle than individual fellowship relationship, and therefore opens up most readily the opportunities for new relationships. It also provides a social crucible in which to welcome new believers, with open hearts, homes and diaries rather than just a cup of coffee after the service on Sunday. In many ways the community of people who know and care for one another expresses church as the body of Christ more than the wider gathering (ekklesia) in a Sunday. We need to work at it and ensure that the scope of community for us expresses our unity in Christ enjoyed through the Holy Spirit and stands counter to the accepted divisions in our wider society. And collectively we need to be salt and light in a fallen world.

An aspect of fellowship is understanding and supporting one another in personal adversity and suffering. Such experiences do form Christian character not only in the one enduring them but also in those supporting. The Old Testament account of Job and his mates is instructive. While Job hung on to faith doggedly, his friends proffered only orthodox platitudes - generally true but inappropriate. When Job expressed his anger with God, his friends thought this was over the top. But God ended up commending Job and rebuking those who failed to tune in to him properly. Many of us experience prolonged pain or frustration and ask for God to fix things up according to our view of what is needed. Our brothers and sisters in Christ need to be involved with us in such times, even if understanding of the experience is elusive.

In respect to personal wealth and consumerism, we need to reject the notion that how much we earn dictates how much we spend. Certainly it should sensibly be seen as putting a cap on it, but there is no reason to live extravagantly simply or chiefly because we may earn a lot. A focus on personal wealth can be very destructive of character. There are cost-effective ways of achieving many things such as being adequately fed, housed and clothed. But with all that there is also often a time-cost trade off. There is no virtue in living in such a way that one's work and ministry is compromised by penny pinching. We don't expect churches to work like that, and when one is in receipt of a good income it is silly to economise to such an extent that we compromise high priorities.

We can spend a lot or a little on leisure and recreation, but what actually achieves the sort of recreation we need, and can share with other Christians - having the same values but maybe different incomes, and with non Christians with whom we seek to identify - having different values but similar incomes? For the Christian, the stewardship budget will properly constrain things in this area too - see Chapter 6.

We need to encourage and challenge one another on how our fellowship is expressed in our values displayed in discipleship and lifestyle. At the same time we need to avoid establishing as normative any behaviour which is unduly prescriptive, so that those who conform are seen as godly and virtuous, and those who don't are stigmatised in some degree. This is a modern manifestation of the pharisaism evident in the NT, and in our experience it has included alcohol abstinence, masturbation abstinence, and avoiding dancing. That is not to say these might not be appropriate for some or in some situations, but as universal behaviour expectations they are pharisaic and avoid the proper focus on self-control and on lust. Pharisaism is not where individuals in particular circumstances limit their own freedom - Paul talks about that, and it's often appropriate. It's where the group or culture imposes rules which are assumed to produce virtue or godliness, and where these may become more significant than the original objectives. When the church affirms particular ways of being acceptable or expects conformity to a range of practices which are more cultural than biblical, then people are shamed or stigmatized - a contrast with Jesus destigmatising people he encountered such as several women and Zacchaeus.





Coming out

For some who have grown up in a Christian family or even church fellowship there is a developing awareness that they don't belong, or don't want to belong. It is important that we understand that truth and integrity are more important than continuing what may have become a charade, and that we let them go with goodwill, respecting their decision and maintaining personal friendships as far as possible. The reasons for actually 'coming out' and disengaging may be intellectual (questions not satisfactorily answered), social (the feeling that the church fellowship is too much of a ghetto, with most friendships confined to it), moral (disagreeable stance on sexual issues), or most likely several of these.

Of course there is another sort of 'coming out' which is more widely understood, where a person, hopefully after having negotiated the uncertainties and ambivalence of teenage years, makes it known that their sexual orientation is stubbornly homophile / same-sex attracted (SSA). They too should be respected and loved, and every effort made to enrich their social interactions in the fellowship, but without special sympathy. Though their romantic prospects are severely limited if they are chaste, there is a sense in which their grappling with lust and self-control (and everything else) is much the same as anyone else's.





The spiritual context

In the world around us evil and injustice is evident at every level and in every place in diverse forms. There is also much that is good pushing back against this, by no means confined to God's people who acknowledge him. We should not be naive or complacent, but nor should we be unduly anxious or despairing. The Bible reminds us that evil will be ascendant before it is finally dealt with. We should be active agents of good and witnessing to that. Salt and light are relevant biblical metaphors, along with prayer as a constant basic need. See also chapter 11 on vocational guidance.





1.6 Discussion questions


	What would you say are the new values you have acquired since becoming a Christian?


	What are the main challenges to you from material and worldly values?


	How do you avoid consumerism and undue focus on material wealth?


	How do you organise your personal devotional bible study? And prayer routine?


	Do you sometimes get angry with God? How do you express this, and what is the outcome?


	How have you reacted to friends who have left the fellowship or put themselves in some way out of tune with most people's expectations?









1.7 Failure, Flaws and Forgiveness

Failure is a feature of life we all need to grapple with! Sometimes we will fail dismally, or even spectacularly. The failure may be personal, known only to oneself, or it may range up to public and career-changing, apparently derailing us completely. But failure need never be terminal. There is always the opportunity for a way back, through seeking forgiveness, maybe reparation, perhaps healing, and reflecting on the lessons. The cause of failure may need to be addressed. But always look beyond failure to new opportunities!

Living with our flawed nature is a constant experience. This is failure in the sense of not living according to our redeemed and progressively re-made nature as individuals born into God's kingdom, ie 'sinning'. We need to deal with it daily. Most of us will have particular areas of vulnerability to such failure, and dealing with those means shoring up defences in a disciplined and deliberate way, but never expecting to be free of those flaws and mixed motives. We need to steer between the two dangers of complacency and despondency as we grapple with more or less constant failure to reflect and express the new nature we have started to experience. There is ample biblical precedent for God working through flawed individuals who seek his forgiveness, rather than super-spiritual people.

Beyond this daily challenge will be occasional lapses which are more significant, in areas which should be covered by the prayer and concern of accountability partners. These need more attention in maintaining our defences to try and avoid repetition, but they must never make us despair of our discipleship. We live by grace, not under any law or set of rules , and while human fallibility is a constant challenge, it does not disqualify discipleship. That is important to remember in relation to the following chapters of this book!

At the top end of the scale failure can involve leaving one's evident calling in life and needing to find a new one, moving from God's 'Plan A' for you to 'Plan B'. When King David effectively murdered Uriah and seduced Bathsheba, no-one would assert that the sorry tale was other than an abysmal failure. Yet 'Plan B' through Bathsheba yielded a descendant named Jesus (Matt 1:6), so even that spectacular failure was redeemed in God's purposes. And having sought forgiveness, David's reflection on his fallibility, not to mention his egregious sin, yielded some psalms which helpfully relate our failures and low points to God's grace. So our failures are salutary, but must not be allowed to sink us. No amount of self-indulgence is so great that it cannot be overwhelmed by God's grace at the end of the day!

Our churches and our jobs have a culture of performance, and if we feel we are not matching up, a sense of failure can creep in. Especially in the church, if the culture does not embody grace, that sense of failure can drive us to seek inward solace and isolation, making us vulnerable to attractions such as pornography, not to mention obsession with video games.

The uncontrolled sexual attraction of pornography, and some addiction to that porn, is epidemic in churches today. Essentially it is secret, so the sickness and rot is inside, not public, but it is powerfully debilitating just the same. This failure must be fought and overcome as a high priority in any person's life, and much more is said on it in section 2.5. According to John Piper, "The tragedy is that Satan uses guilt from these (sexual) failures to strip you of every radical dream you ever had or might have. In their place he gives you a happy, safe, secure, life of superficial pleasures, until you die in your lakeside rocking chair."16

Less secret is obsession with video games online, which especially for males, can be addictive and require the same treatment as outlined in section 2.5 for pornography addiction.

The best-documented dismal failure in the gospel accounts is Peter's threefold denial of Jesus, but he went on to play a leading role in the early church after Jesus had confronted him and dealt with the matter. He, with David earlier, shows us that failure should never be terminal, and may in God's grace even prepare us for great things.

Socially and emotionally young men and women need to learn how to succeed through failure. There need to be real opportunities in life for failure and struggle so that there is learning and growth as a result, a fresh perspective on what is positive, and new energy to engage it. The late Steve Jobs is well known for being the driving force behind Apple computers and other products. He was also a failure. "Jobs failed better than anyone else in Silicon Valley, maybe better than anyone in corporate America," according to a commentator after he stepped down as Apple CEO. But he learned from his failures and the rest is history. "Steve Jobs is a reminder that failure is a good and necessary thing. And that sometimes the greatest glories are born of catastrophe."




1.7 Discussion questions


	How have you coped with failures in your own discipleship?


	Do you agree that failure is a catalyst for success? How does this work in your experience?


	What has tended to hinder you in seeking God's grace and forgiveness?


	How have you been able to help others through periods of difficulty, perhaps involving their own failures?









Notes









1. There have been unconvincing attempts to cast this as homophile - which says more about the modern incomprehension of non-sexual intimacy than anything in the text. This is especially so in that David was married to Jonathan's sister and had risked his life to achieve that union, as well as being strongly attracted to other women. Cf 1 Samuel 18:1, 20:16-17, 41-42, 2 Sam 1:26.



2. Roy McLoughry, November 2004.



3. Where it is not a merely casual or transient relationship and has emotional importance, or on a special occasion, symbolism of such kind makes sense and is valued by some. A friend of Ian's, who was headmaster of a large Christian school, washed the feet of his appointed student leaders in the primary school, as part of their public induction.



4. Jono Green comments: "while in South America I found that at the Lo Prado Church hugging and kissing on the cheeks was the common form of greeting EVERY time you met as well as every time you left each other's company — it gave a real sense of being part of a family rather than just a church — more like the family of God." This emotional openness is great in principle and in that Latin cultural context but cannot readily be imported into UK, US or Australian culture, and we need to learn to communicate real depth of feeling in those cultures in less demonstrative ways.



5. http://www.everystudent.com/features/search.html is a valuable comment on this. In the Christian context, clear commitment to abstinence before marriage allows proper intimacy between the sexes.



6. An occasional expression of openness, trust and vulnerability is nudity in family context, and also same-sex nudity as in peer-group locker room (where it can have a positive role team building in sports) or skinny dipping, etc. However, in this generation any nudity, along with some intimacy, has become somewhat sexualized with 'gay' stigma, as discussed also in 4.2.



7. Some issues are most appropriately dealt with in same-sex context, because for reasons explicit later in the book, it is unrealistic to expect members of the opposite sex to have substantial empathetic understanding of them. More importantly, the accountability dynamic with its skeptical probing is completely inappropriate for a spouse or potential spouse.



8. There is one major difference between this and the essentially anonymous Catholic confessional - here the partner knows you all too well and should probe relentlessly on that basis! Also the interaction is the basis of committed and specific intercessory prayer.



9. Without implying that masturbation is wrong, for unmarried guys (at least) the accountability agenda arguably needs to include that.



10. A substantial US study found absolutely no relationship between what individuals did or experienced before age 20 and the likelihood of assuming very senior leadership roles in later life. What did make a profound difference was having a mentor in an organic relationship mutually entered into (not organized by others). "Christian institutions can create the ecosystem of opportunity out of which those relationships can develop." James K.A.Smith, View From the top: An inside look at how people in power see and shape the world, Wiley 2014.



11. For Ian, mentor relationships arise in this context: Apart from more specific prayer list (daily, weekly), I have a very general list with 60+ names of people in the Sunday evening (younger) congregation. Almost everyone whose name I know is on that list, which is my main focus once per week. So I start by superficial prayer for many young guys and women, and as opportunity permits I exchange a few comments when i see them, and escalate from there according to how they respond. If I occasionally have meaningful conversations I might ask them (if guys) for coffee or a meal, and find out what makes them tick a bit more fully. (if young women, just further conversations in public space.) Repeating that sets up a relationship within which a mentor request might come, and maybe I have moved them to a more serious/ specific position on the prayer list also. I take that to be God's leading (as I guess we all do in many areas of life) - it's certainly not complicated.



12. "The British people in a time of national stringency, laid upon themselves a tax of £20 million to give freedom to the Negroes of the British possessions," and a further £10 million was spent trying to end the illegitimate traffic. This in the currency of the early 1800s. Prabhu Guptara of UBS says the £20 million was equivalent to the entire US defence budget today.



13. Saints in Politics - the 'Clapham Sect' and the growth of freedom, E.M.Howse, 1953, 1971, George Allen & Unwin (Open University set book)



14. Oxford History of England: England 1870-1914, R C K Ensor, p138. See also Eric Metaxas, 2008, Amazing Grace - a brilliant biography of Wilberforce.



15. Proverbs 27:5-6 "Better is open rebuke than hidden love. Wounds from a friend can be trusted, but an enemy multiplies kisses." And Proverbs 27:17 "As iron sharpens iron, so one person sharpens another" - if they are energetically engaged!



16. Gutsy Guilt, article in Christianity Today, October 2007, quoted in Tim Chester's book p88.





2. Sexual Relationships - What & Why


	Sex is for relationships, not just recreation.

	Sex is fundamentally the joining of complementary partners.

	Our sexuality is to be both enjoyed and controlled, not disparaged or repressed.

	Full sexual expression belongs within marriage, not as a preliminary to it.

	Active social engagement is an important expression of sexuality pre marriage.

	Self-control can be assisted in many practical ways.






Love and sex

Sexual attraction is a wonderful aspect of our created being! That created being involves integration of body and mind to comprise the full person made in the image of God.

In creating humankind somehow in his own image, God transformed sex from being merely procreative to be sacramental of intimacy between two complementary people who are life partners.

Our sexuality gives energy and excitement to relationships, and sex within marriage is special. Our human sexual instincts are a combination of eros - the powerful urge to unite mind, body and soul with the beloved, and normal animal desire for sexual conquest and pleasure. The balance between heart and hormones varies. Eros is a facsimile of God's love for us (though that love is better understood in terms of agape - see 2.1).

Human sexuality is fraught with potential for the richest experiences of our lives, or the most debilitating and traumatic ones. Sex is a good and necessary biological activity throughout the animal kingdom, which is part of God's good creation. In humans, it is more, and we think that Christians are not sufficiently excited about how wonderful this is!

Biologically we have evolved so that guys are wired with the inclination to inseminate multiple females, and God has created humankind in his image on that biological platform, so that sex is transformed and more wonderful. Human sex, as distinct from that of our closest mammalian relatives, is all about being one flesh with a committed life partner (Gen 2:24). Orgasm is relatively incidental and intentionally procreative insemination is only occasional. So there is a tension, especially pre-marriage, between the residual instincts inherent in our biology and the image of God which substantially reconfigures that biology.

Notwithstanding the same apparatus and hormones, for Christians, there is generally a big change from a stage of life where sexual instincts are constrained and limited, to one characterised by marital sex. For many others there is an evolving sequence of sexual adventures which may or may not end up in a similar place albeit without the theological underpinning, or which may largely have a recreational purpose. For Christians, having a bigger idea about what marriage means enables boundaries to operate until then.

The transition from chastity with no more than masturbation as an outlet to marital sex is huge, and highlights one significant way that humans somehow created in God's image are different from other mammals. Instead of sex being primarily insemination, a fleeting and instinctive act, it is much more - becoming one flesh in a more prolonged and intimate way. The giving to one another is a human expression of the relationship between God and his church (Eph 5).

Whatever your sexual instincts and inclinations, control them sensibly rather than indulging them recklessly. Welcome the way God has made you, and learn how to love, in line with God's wisdom and purposes for you!

Christians need to see sex as a Big Deal, the way God intended in making human sex much more than just mammalian reproduction, and much more than just recreation which it has become in a fallen world among people who too readily default to animal instincts rather than acknowledging their creator God.

Christians should be more positive and joyful than anyone about human sex, after all they claim to know the One who invented it! However, it also follows that they will have more concern than most about the designer's views on its proper enjoyment, as distinct from the many other ways it is approached and even idolised in a fallen world. Instincts and activity may be simply hormone-driven and without eros, this being epitomised in today's hook-up culture, with sexual acts outside of real relationships. Heartfelt eros without genital drive is unusual, but sexual desire without intense heartfelt eros is very common.

The sublime excitement of sex can be experienced as recreation or as enhancing a relationship. If it is recreation, it will be likely to diminish a subsequent marriage. If it is in an ongoing relationship, it adds to that in a way that is most meaningful in a committed lifelong marriage. If the relationship is less than this, and temporary, it robs the eventual marriage of a unique aspect, designed to be part of it.

It is clear that God designed human sex for relationships, not just recreation - the procreative aspect being already there biologically. Both biologically and spiritually it is about joining complementary partners - male and female. It is equally clear that many of those who reject God, or at least discipleship, do so because of a contrasting approach to sex.1 For the Christian, sexuality is part of spirituality, not separate, let alone opposed to it as in some traditions.

Having said all that and looking beyond marriage, we note that human sex is also about that union bringing into being a family, with joint offspring, whom parents raise together. Being prepared to welcome the natural product of sexual union is a key purpose of marriage. Procreation is integral, along with a couple of decades of nurture and responsibility for progeny.





2.1 Sex and sexuality

Taking for granted the biological aspects, we need to reflect upon the foundational concept of human sex and marriage for all humankind, set out in very few words in Genesis 2:24: "A man leaves his father and mother and is united to his wife, and they become one flesh." (TNIV) Other versions have "bonds to his wife" or "hold fast to his wife", emphasizing the active element of that physical and social unity within the covenant of marriage. For us, sex is properly a divine attribute of humans created in God's image (Genesis 1:27). Of course, it isn't always seen or experienced in that way, which is why this chapter is so long. And let's not forget that the primary purpose of complementary humans was to address loneliness (Gen 2:18), not to provide sexual excitement!




The place of coital sex

Sexual union is to be the seal on the one principal and profound relationship that most of us have with another human. It does not belong outside that context. Sex is the joining with another person in a complementary one-flesh, intimate and committed relationship. It therefore does not properly include one-night stands or sleeping with the current boy/girlfriend. Casual sex is simply a recreational indulgence, and sex in a steady relationship is at best a short-sighted approximation or perhaps rehearsal, arising from the very understandable attraction of the real thing and impatience with finding it.

'One flesh' carries implications of mutual ownership of complementary anatomy (I Cor 7:4) utilised as the most physical aspect of the 'one flesh' relationship, and orgasm as a special delight points us to God's intention for us to enjoy it fully. Furthermore, sexual intercourse is addictive,2 perhaps more physically for males and more emotionally for females, and designed to be so as part of the glue of marriage. It underlines the inappropriateness of sex where one simply borrows a body without belonging to that person, and the extent to which one needs to change gears moving from premarital self-pleasuring to sex in marriage. Articulating this here should not be taken to imply that this coitus is somehow as important as the day to day enjoyment of one another's company - it certainly isn't, but it is sacramental and constitutive of that, and hence very significant. Out of potentially thousands of conjugal sex acts between you and your future spouse, very few will be focused on delivering the outcome of orgasm for procreation.

Sex in its full human sense is the God-designed and God-given human analogue of our relationship with God. In one sense it is thus as close as we get on Earth to experiencing heaven. In St Paul's letter to the Ephesian church (5:25-33) he says that the physical sexual relationship within marriage is "a profound mystery" which is a human analogy of our relationship with God! This is an amazing claim, but it is consistent with the Old Testament use of the word yada for "knowing", both for people's relationship with God and for sexual intercourse. Both involve intimacy, belonging, and faithful commitment. It is consistent too with OT imagery concerning Israel's faithfulness, or usually, lack of it. Within marriage, the more sex we enjoy the more we honour our creator and Lord's design and intentions. Some see the Ephesians 5 analogy extending to the ecstasy of sex being a foretaste of that when we are fully united with Christ. Certainly marriage is the nearest human equivalent of the relation among the persons of the Trinity.





Sexuality meanwhile

Our sexuality is the deep desire that drives us to connect intimately with complementary others, to know and be known. Spirituality is the same vis a vis God, as well as understanding and connecting with his creation. Sexuality is an important part of spirituality.

The main intended readership of this work is premarital, that is to say looking forward to full sexual relationship, but for the time being likely enjoying God's provision in stimulating romantic relationships. It is absolutely appropriate to enjoy with some sexual buzz the company of the opposite sex, to enjoy the sight of them, to be attracted, and to think about them as sexual and complementary. Being aroused or excited in the presence, or with the thought, of an attractive member of the opposite sex (especially girl/boy friend) is certainly not focused lust, but letting that play out into coital fantasy is most likely to be so. It is in the area of thought particularly that control is needed.

For an unmarried Christian to enjoy thoughts about sexual union with particular individuals is OK to a degree, but to become absorbed in that so as to pursue fantasies of possessing the beloved, or to dwell on any such wishful thinking regarding someone married, amounts to lust. He or she needs to draw the line on lust not so as to stigmatise all sexual desire, but somewhere between attraction and obsession. We say more about lust in the following section, and address non-relational enjoyment of our sexual equipment in section 4.3.

The appropriate sexual enjoyment of any developing romantic relationship must be balanced with countering lust, and especially for guys, working out how masturbation fits into that, or maybe doesn't. Traditional Christian advice for young bucks eager for sexual experience has been to 'wank and wait' - uncomplicated if also unsociable. This is not fundamentally changed by the advent of easy-access porn, though its application will need nuancing individually.

There is no moral issue involved with masturbation itself as a properly pleasurable interim use of that apparatus. There may be a moral issue regarding self-control, and linked to that, there will certainly be one regarding minimising lust! For some the activity will be a means of avoiding focused lust, for others it may tend to lead to it or exacerbate it, in which case abstinence is the best policy. Individuals and their conditioning are different, and any Christian understanding of the matter needs to affirm sexuality, censure lust, and lead to the development of self-control as a fruit of the Spirit. Everyone is different, but for most guys who have not been drawn into porn addiction it's an appropriate enjoyment and emotional release. For guys who have had a serious porn addiction though, abstinence is often best - see section 2.5.

It's important in the looking forward though to understand that sex is fundamentally different from any solo activity at the biological level, and is not simply a more congenial way of guys getting their rocks off. While masturbation is essentially self-indulgent and orgasm-focused, sex is properly a protracted act of self-giving to your partner, being one flesh together, with guys' orgasm incidental and even inconvenient (interrupting the immediate one-fleshness). Movement is not just eager racing to climax. Sex is properly slow and prolonged. Resist thinking of sex as just a step up from solo masturbation, it's really qualitatively different! It is fundamentally relational.

Thus keeping the hormones under control in the usual single-handed fashion cannot be considered practice for sex, it is arguably more the antithesis of it. However, some exercise of that equipment is appropriate pre marriage - wet dreams don't achieve the same. Masturbation is a universal issue for unmarried guys (though some decide to abstain) but it may be bewildering or incomprehensible for many girls. It is inevitably a bigger issue for Christians than for others and is addressed further in section 4.3 of the Body chapter. Arguably, unmarried Christians should be more positive about it than anyone, as long as avoiding focused lust is a high and effective priority and it clears the way for developing eros.

So, if humans - somehow made in God's image and constrained by the implications of that - are not free to copulate at every opportunity, what gives? In particular, how do we understand and enjoy this sexual endowment before or apart from marriage? Christian views range from 'not at all' to very liberal behaviour which is not supported here. We believe that there is much about human sexuality which can (and arguably should) be enjoyed before marriage or by singles apart from it. Mostly this is at the physiological and emotional level rather than physically, though we don't rule out some physical aspect.

Human sexuality is a dimension of the image of God in humans, and is therefore infinitely precious. It is in relation to sex that the Christian understanding of humans being made in God's image, and the behaviour appropriate to this understanding, departs markedly from our cultural norm, where even at its best eros is tainted by the Fall. Sex is an important area where one's natural inclinations may be socially acceptable but neither express kingdom values nor witness to anticipating God's renewal of creation.

The Bible's Song of Songs is a lyrical window on erotic love, and an endorsement of it in God's creation. The sexual 'desire' there is for a wonderful intimacy of mutual self-giving and submission, issuing in the epitome of delight. The rapture of intimacy is given meaning by belonging. And several times the cautionary note: "Do not arouse or awaken love until it so desires" suggests that this is constrained in timing and occasion and not recklessly indulged. It is to be under control.

There are two areas of widespread interest involving sex and where the Bible is silent: masturbation, and extended premarital relationships. However, with each we have principles which apply - those for the first are mentioned above and expounded in chapter 4 (4.3), and those for the second in chapter 3. Further comment is in a footnote here 3.





Premarital expression and experience of sex

Enjoying sex within marriage is not generally a great challenge for anyone. For most non-Christians, enjoying one's sexuality before formal marriage is not greatly different to that marital experience. However, Christians generally accept constraints on what is appropriate behaviour premaritally and the need to curb lust, so as to respect that future relationship and invest in it fully. While it is biologically natural - and given contraception - normal, for humans made in God's image to enjoy sex in any established relationship, it properly belongs in the exclusive lifelong union of two complementary people who should therefore pair-bond for life. The unrestrained enjoyment of sex can still be a good thing according to social mores, though it often isn't, and it is better for all - and appropriate especially for Christians - to hold off until the commitment of marriage. Christian restraint in this regard is increasingly unfashionable, and we need to have more than just a few rules to steer through the promiscuous cultural context today.

A problem and challenge is that whereas in the animal kingdom there is no significant delay between puberty and full-on sexual activity, for humans there is often a relatively long delay, commonly at least a decade, before the permanent marriage bond. For most people this is filled to some extent with sexual activity ranging from casual sex to faithful long-term relationships, even cohabitation (which raises the question of when one calls it "marriage"). But for anyone with a high view of human marriage as designed by God, promiscuous sex erodes the role of sex within marriage and devalues the currency. Coital sex ceases to be a proper component of eros, and special within that marital relationship.

This biologically anomalous long period leading to marriage is appropriately filled with social engagement, often charged by eros, and which leads towards selection of a life partner. In human society and personal social development as humans it is an important and enjoyable phase of life. We address it in chapter 3. But restraining the sexual urges for many years is often a great challenge! It can feel like a curse arising from the very powerful goodness of our created sexuality which our culture constantly reminds us of!

A big question, especially for Christians, is: does previous sexual experience enhance or detract from the marriage - this wonderful committed life partnership designed by God? Is there benefit as well as virtue in virginity before that commitment? And: Does it really matter? For many Christians, who come to faith in late teens or early 20s, it is a fairly academic question. Virgin innocence is usually a distant memory and each of us needs to proceed from where we are.

Whatever our starting point, each of us needs to choose whether coital sex will simply be an exciting part of relationships before marriage, or something very special which enriches and expresses the single relationship within an eventual marriage. We cannot fully have it both ways. The first at least compromises the second, where sex is a special part of bringing and holding two people together permanently.





Human anatomy

It is a wonderful thing that the human sexual anatomy and the sexual physiology with it are clearly designed and constructed for pleasure in marriage, not simply procreation. Human males are equipped with a multi-purpose spout. As well as for urine and insemination (common to other mammals) it is designed for expressing a profound physical union with females of the species, through the sharing of prolonged and exquisite mutual delight and pleasure. Not only are we better endowed than other primates, but uniquely among animals the equipment is designed to be used face to face with prolonged full body contact, with the male flesh deeply inside the female, enjoyed over considerable time on each occasion, maybe daily or more. Consider the contrast between that and a fleeting opportunistic act of insemination by a dog, cat or bird where insemination is the whole point of sex, rather than any prolonged coitus! In the words of an Anglican marriage liturgy, we are set up to be able to worship our spouse with our bodies. God's creation of human sexuality is really amazing, even if that very fact opens it to misuse outside of marriage, and even if many use it self-indulgently so as effectively to reduce it to that animal level.

Guys, that appendage which has occupied so much of your attention since puberty is not in fact primarily for your personal pleasure at all, it is designed for your wife. So in making the marital transition from masturbation to sex, you need to learn to use it accordingly, and not just treat sex as a more congenial way of achieving orgasm.[^18e] You are a steward of it pending and during marriage, and you contribute it to share, so as to physically express the complementary one-fleshness of marriage in terms of Genesis 2. Your solo premarital enjoyment of it is only partial and provisional. If we were to express our sexuality like our closest biological relatives in the animal kingdom, then it would be merely frenetic and fleeting insemination plus orgasmic reward for procreation - the antithesis of the deep meaningful prolonged and frequent one-flesh engagement we are designed for. Human sexuality is an important and wonderful aspect of humans being created in God's image, on the biological platform of a highly-evolved mammal/ primate.

Philip Yancey in his book Rumours of Another World discusses the many things around us which should, and often do, point us to God. But regarding sex, "the church in its prudery has silenced a powerful rumour of transcendence that could point to the Creator and originator of human sexuality, who invested in it far more meaning than most modern people can imagine. We have desacralised it, in effect, by suppression and denial, and along the way our clumsy attempts at repression have empowered a false infinite. Sexual power lives on, but few see in that power a pointer to the One who designed it. Few Christians 'hallow' sex in the way that we hallow nature." There is thus a limp, rather than full-on, contrast with the worldly views of sex which make it no more than the "false infinite" indulgence and recreation.

Without detracting from the one-fleshness of human sex, one important definition of sex in the animal kingdom is its complementarity. Two different individuals need to join bodily to contribute complementary gametes which join and produce new individuals of the species with mixed parental genetics. In the human case, while the bodily union is more than a fleeting occasion for insemination, nevertheless as with our mammalian cousins the two complementary bodies are coordinated for a single biological purpose. It follows from both this and the human one-fleshness that sex is fundamentally about joining biologically complementary entities. Physiologically, chromosomally, and anatomically males and females are counterparts. Hence neither same-sex attraction nor same-sex genital activity can ever properly be seen as sex or be the basis of any marital contract. Any social arrangement to accommodate a full expression of same-sex attraction is different from marriage in this sense and falls outside God's design and purpose. (see also appendix 3)





Getting set for the best - a basic choice

The inclination and possibility of being joined socially and intimately with a person of the opposite sex is simply wonderful and since we are created gendered, it fills out our human nature. Everybody is created with this potential, though sexual intercourse doesn't have to be the ultimate expression of all sexually-charged relationships. For Christians the distinctive is chastity expressed as abstinence unless or until there is the public and lifelong commitment to a particular relationship which we call marriage. Understanding sexual intercourse as part of marriage and not simply a more ordinary aspect of enjoying relationships beforehand is both biblically supported as conveying the Maker's intention, and also in line with a thoughtful approach to what lifetime marital commitment means.

Compared with the condom and hook-up culture of today, Christians do sexual relationships the other way round, working towards a sexual consummation some distance away rather than treating sex as a sort of qualifying round or entrée in a relationship (let alone simply as recreation). In the past, premarital enjoyment of sex has been constrained by the threat of pregnancy and sometimes by social or religious taboos, but these constraints are now largely absent. The high moral norm in today's society is several sequential faithful consummated relationships with one eventually resulting marriage - perhaps the first of a couple of marriages. We need to do better! For humans created in God's image, premarital sex is wrong in its timing rather than its nature.

Christians are familiar with the 'already' and 'not yet' aspects of understanding God's kingdom on Earth. Much the same is true of enjoying our sexuality pending marriage - 'already' sexuality is real and enjoyable socially, but consummation properly is 'not yet'. The groaning in impatient expectation (Romans 8: 21-24) is certainly well known to the single Christian! Section 4.3 discusses one aspect of this.

It is sad that so often sexual intercourse comes to be treated as just another appetite to be satiated whenever possible, with no very special context required. Of course like any indulgence, that is more fun immediately, but in the context of life's relationships it is a devaluation of something very special and important to the social fabric, and for reasons that we argue, it diminishes the prospect of stable and enduring marriage relationships long-term.

In what practical ways does a young Christian actually manage and enjoy his or her sexuality pending marital consummation? Or for some, longer term? How is strength of self-control actually encouraged and supported? Socialising energetically so as to minimise lonely time is one prime aspect. And comments above and in the following section about controlling lust complement that.

With sex there is a fundamental choice to be made by the young Christian adolescent. Either you decide to have it as designed, as a unique and supremely meaningful expression of being one flesh with your life partner in marriage, or you decide that it is really too exciting to delay experiencing it and so you enjoy it without waiting for marriage. Thus in the first case there are demands on Christians to manage their sexual relationships pending marriage, and this issue forms much of the substance of this and the next chapter. It is an area where Christians are commonly tested, and any such trial is often compounded because of our awkwardness in being able to talk about the issues frankly, as well as because of the intrinsic power of sexual inclinations and also peer pressure. But sexuality is about relationships and intimacy in them, not merely genital activities.

There is also a question of whether we are rejoicing and delighted in our sexuality, or tied up in a knot over it. This comes down to both perception and practice. The perception needs to be biblical and positive, and the practice needs to be management and control, not fear and denial. As in other aspects of life, asceticism should not be the default position in relation to sexuality, which raises questions before marriage.





Emotional maturity catching up with biological maturity

Contrary to prevalent assumptions, proper control arising from an acceptance of responsibility leads to fuller enjoyment. Part of the problem today is that personal responsibility in relationships at adult level is sometimes not evident or accepted until relatively late - even beyond the twenties! This gives an extremely protracted adolescence in some aspects of sexual relationships, though this is not a problem we have observed within Christian circles. For Christians the fact that sexuality is wonderfully exciting has the corollary of frustration while it is not yet able to be fully expressed or experienced.

The idea of short-circuiting the steady development of committed relationships, where sexual experience actually belongs, by sexual adventures in teenage years and early 20s is enormously attractive. But in fact the social acceptance of adolescent sexual experimentation cuts right across the development which that stage of life is all about - adolescent brains are a work in progress, with great flux of values and of ability to make considered judgments. The frontal cortex of the brain is not fully developed until the mid 20s, and the last stages of its development are related to gaining competence and wisdom in both risk-taking and problem-solving. This reinforces the case for saying that adolescent coital engagement is unwise if sex is considered more than recreational. 4





Waiting with anticipation

On a number of occasions Jesus emphasised to his disciples the importance of waiting with anticipation for his return, and that it was a serious dereliction of discipleship if he found that in his absence they had allowed themselves to become distracted from their calling and were simply pleasing themselves. Perhaps there is also here a warning to those who are tempted not to wait until the proper time to join themselves as one flesh, who think the wedding feast should begin before the marriage ceremony is over. Just as Jesus and the church must wait until they have entered the eternal commitment of their marriage for the full consummation of their love, so too should couples defer their sexual union until they have entered into life-long commitment with one another. In other words, the Biblical imperative to wait patiently for Jesus' return can, without impropriety, be seen also as theologically confirming, and even underpinning, the imperative for couples to wait until marriage.

In Christian understanding, real sex is part of marriage. Just as keeping the hormones under control in the usual single-handed fashion is far from being sex in any relational sense, genital intercourse outside of committed marriage is not properly sex as designed, but only an incomplete expression or simulation of it. Without the considered commitment of each to the other and the mutual ownership of one another's bodies (I Cor 7:4) the physical act is inadequately seen as sex. This is underlined by the fact that it is usually intended to be completely divorced from procreation. Also it ttends to be divorced from taking responsibility for one another over the long term. "Knowing" another person sexually echoes our knowing God, and connotes unconditional faithfulness, belonging, care and responsibility, with a sense of security arising from all that. In this sense, marriage is a foretaste of heaven, as Paul implies in Ephesians 5.





Love and self-giving

In this chapter we have scarcely used the word 'love' so far because in our culture it has been emptied of meaning and often simply refers to a feelgood desire for sex, or ad hoc mutual gratification. We need to restore something of its fuller meaning which in this context includes faithful commitment to another, along with sacrificial mutual self-giving which is the antithesis of self-indulgence. The "love" involved in casual sex is far removed from these characteristics and from the love which says "I do" and "I will" with due consideration in embarking upon marriage. The "love" in the other three expressions of sex outlined above is still deficient against this criterion.

Sex in a steady and faithful relationship with intercourse but not public commitment or cohabitation can be virtuous in many respects but falls short of the created design. Faithfulness at least means making the partner the sole focus of sexual activity, so that he/she is the only person you sleep with or allow yourself to be mentally stimulated by. This is the gold standard of sexual virtue in our culture, and it has a lot to commend it in contrast to casual sex. But it lacks a few important elements of Christian marriage. In practice the long-term expectations of each partner often differ markedly, which means that if it is not formalised in marriage then in time deep hurt can arise and remain. For Christians, sexual experience properly follows firm, clear and public lifetime commitment to a partner, rather than being just an exciting or at least congenial part of working towards it.

Sex is God-given so that we can express love to our spouse in a uniquely intense, intimate, trusting and wonderful way, not just so that we can individually be sexually satisfied. Within marriage, sexual intercourse is reciprocal self-giving, not simply mutual self-gratification. It is God's gift to our partner through us! If we see it as being primarily for our own gratification we miss the point and degrade it to the level of that in promiscuous society around us. Fundamentally this is an aspect of the difference between giving and getting. This is countercultural, and not an easy perspective to maintain.

This distinction between self-giving and self-gratification tends to grow on you - and with you! And it means that we need to move towards focusing our sexual experience on a life partner rather than dissipating it prematurely so that in marriage one is left with less to give in this respect. Chastity is not a word which features much in our contemporary vocabulary, but perhaps it should. It means a commitment to enjoying sexual intercourse in its proper marriage context and hence abstaining from premarital or extramarital sex.

Living to different standards than most of our peers should not make us judgmental. Remember that though his standards were very different from theirs, Jesus was not judgmental or uptight when he was in contact with sexually promiscuous people. He communicated love which fully accepted the person and not their behaviour. So should we, while remaining conscious of all the areas we ourselves individually fail to express his character.





2.1 Discussion questions


	Are you excited, or are you intimidated, by your sexuality? Why?


	Have you found clear guidelines which help you enjoy it as a Christian? What has been most helpful (or unhelpful) in your church and social context?


	Do you get sufficient support in delaying the fulfillment of your sexual appetite pending marriage? Do you support others in that?


	Where do you seek and find a wholesome measure of intimacy? What form does that take?


	Re the Song of Songs: how do you avoid arousing or awakening love uncontrollably?


	How much have you been able to discuss the experience of your non-Christian friends in sexual matters? Are you able to be open and non judgmental while remaining clear on your own standards and the justification for them?


	In respect to the four broad categories of relationship involving sexual intercourse, how would you engage with a friend in each of those?


	If you are in a steady relationship, have you discussed the question of sleeping with your partner? To what extent do you agree or disagree with one another in relation to what we have expounded?









2.2 Managing our sexuality and curbing lust

Biologically it is a natural predisposition for a post-adolescent unmarried person to be sleeping with his/her girl/boyfriend if in any sort of steady relationship, and our contemporary culture reinforces this natural inclination. Fire in the loins points to passionate indulgence. The libido yearning to be unleashed forcefully raises the question of "Why not?". The taboos of previous generations have given way to expectations of getting what we want without too much delay. While there may not be peer pressure to get laid, there is generally peer permission. But in the context of seeking a lifelong partner, simply following our inclination lacks wisdom. It devalues what sexual intimacy is all about, and tends to cut right across properly establishing the whole committed and exclusive "one flesh" relationship of marriage which is so much more than plain biology, as outlined above.




Casual sex

To start with, this need for restraint applies to recreational sex which is not even within a steady relationship. Moving on from this we need to remember that our culture is so debased in this respect that for many 20s singles sleeping together is a prime requirement for initiating a romantic relationship or for it to be considered even halfway serious. It is a preliminary, not a culminating act. But as such, both forms of extra-marital sexual activity are clearly outside the scope of appropriate Christian behaviour for unmarried Christians, as discussed in the previous section.5

But the excitement and challenge of scoring with casual sex is very attractive! It gives rise to a lifestyle of exploring what is new and unknown which in the short term contrasts adversely with Christian restraint, focused as it is on the longer term and incorporating the possibility of procreation. Routine sexual intercourse with a life partner does not have this element of chase and excitement, its satisfaction is in the intimacy of secure belonging rather than novelty and conquest. Hence a lifestyle of premarital sexual adventure does not equip a person for marriage, rather it sets them up for a restlessness within it or even moving on from it.

We readily acknowledge the great attractiveness of a sexual romp with its physical and emotional sense of liberation and ecstasy and its warm physical intimacy, and we rejoice that even such incomplete experience can be so exciting! But it doesn't alter the fact that going down that road prematurely does have consequences for all our relationships now and in the future by detracting from and diminishing the Big One which matters most - that lifetime partnership of absolute belonging and secure intimacy that we call marriage.

Sexual eagerness is not a very good discriminator among males, maturity and character are. Guys readily separate sex and relationships. So many males can just treat sex as simply gratifying and focused on genital intimacy, because that is the way they are wired up, whereas for many females there is more of a sense of opening up their hearts and being to another person, achieving social intimacy. For males, sexual fantasy tends to be genitally focused, for females it is often more romantic. For males it can be a constant pressure, for females it is greatly affected by the monthly oestrus cycle. For both, self-control is needed primarily in the mind.





A rite of passage or True Love waits?

In much of our western culture first sexual intercourse is a rite of passage, an initiation into a level of biological maturity. It has become the secular equivalent of Anglican (and other church) confirmation, though arguably more meaningful and memorable than it. It is a deliberate step of self-assertion and a statement aimed at peer affirmation of maturity - or at least of one aspect of it. Many actively seek to relinquish their virginity by the age of about 16, and most do so before about 20. As with any marker of "coming of age" it is earnestly to be desired unless other values trump it. Avoiding it is often seen as distinctly oddball. Churches can provide a non-sexual alternative rite of passage in conscription to youth leadership in that peer context, where the prevalence of other values can indeed outweigh promiscuous intercourse. Western culture generally is very impoverished regarding rites of passage for young males. Getting a driving licence is probably the main one.

Any young Christian may covet the freedom of sexual expression enjoyed by so many around us. But coveting is just what it is, desiring what is not (yet) properly ours. So this becomes a line which tests our obedience to our Lord. "Sin is a master illusionist, able to make God's holy, righteous and good commandments appear stifling, boring and hopelessly unsuited to modern living. The tenth commandment [regarding coveting] illustrates the process clearly."6 It is scant consolation that sexual temptation is a bit different from much other temptation, in that it is not to do something wrong, but to do something wonderful, wholesome and proper - prematurely and out of context.

So for the time being saying 'no' and abstinence are proper exhortations - "True love waits" etc - but how can this be encouraged and assisted as something positive when many of those around us are freely indulging their sexual urges with one another? Why is it important? Chastity certainly doesn't come naturally, nor does it feel natural to most unmarried people. Many see it as totally archaic or incredibly heroic - deferred gratification runs counter to the spirit of our times in many areas of life. But we need to affirm - and be seen to affirm - many of the urges and the desire for intimacy as being proper and natural, and indeed good, while constraining the expression of them within a fuller or wiser understanding of sex and relationships. Just as neither gluttony nor fast foods express the best enjoyment of eating, so our expression of sexuality needs to be restrained and appropriate to the occasion and the maturity of the relationship.

Meanwhile we need to direct that sexual energy so as to have a lot of fun at a social level while relationships develop and respect grows. Rather than allowing ourselves to become focused on the genital aspects of human sexuality, we need to pursue an upright life, integrity, day to day trust in God, love for all, the patient hope which keeps us going and the sturdy gentleness exhibited in Jesus. But this is always a struggle against all sorts of things which are more alluring for each of us."7





What about sexual lust?

Sexuality is a wonderful and unequivocally good aspect of our human nature, created and given by God. The fall does not change this fact, though it certainly changes the way it may be expressed. Sexual lust is a ubiquitous temptation, listed in the Bible among carnal attributes which need to be 'put to death' (Col 3:5-8), and hence it needs to be countered and minimised by Christians. Sexual lust is the primary fallen expression of good sexuality.

First it needs to be noted that lust is not simply sexual. Lusting after a Lamborghini is just as sinful as lusting after a particular person. In each case you want to possess and selfishly enjoy the designed performance in a way you have no right to, you are objectifying them. Simply admiring them for what they are is quite different, proper and virtuous. If we are clear on that, some confusion in Christian circles about lust will be avoided.

What is more, attraction is not lust. Attraction is a natural biological response to beauty; lust obsesses on that attraction until it grows into a sense of desiring ownership, a drive to conquer and claim. Both are especially powerful in the sexual context, where focused lust is essentially covetousness, and it needs to be addressed in the mind of the person doing the lusting. Visually, incentives to lust are very culture-dependent, but however it arises the lust is covetous rather than respectful of the person. As part of mental self-control generally, we need to counter lust by respect, not by expecting attractive people to apologise for their bodies or to dress unattractively.

Our sexuality intrinsically and inevitably means that we are attracted to certain people, aroused, and excited by them. That attraction and arousal is basically an expression of our created sexual physiology, not a result of the fall, and there is no way we can sensibly call that bad or sinful without calling into question God's very creation. Give God thanks for that and enjoy it! But at the same time take very seriously the need to curb adventurous thoughts arising from that, thoughts which fantasise with a genital focus on what you might be doing in bed with such a person. That is clearly lust, when the thoughts arising from that sexuality are uncontrolled, as they often tend to be in our fallen nature, or when the thoughts are harnessed only for personal gratification. The Bible is clear about the need to counter sexual lust, and a little thought will confirm the wisdom of that.





Curbing the tendency of sexual attraction turning or growing into focused lust is a matter of reasonable self-control

Each person needs to draw their own lines and boundaries between excitement and mild sexual arousal on the one hand and playing out genital or physical possession fantasies in the mind on the other. We need to avoid the intense covetousness of lust with its powerful drive to mentally (and perhaps manually) indulge ridiculous fantasies, and so decide where the brakes need to go on. Each of us is tempted differently and while male lust ttends to be more blatant, males don't have a monopoly on it.

The level of self-control should not be so tight that there is psychological self-neutering, nor so loose that our eyes or imagination lead us to mentally undressing attractive people and fantasising about them. The level of self-control should lead us and enable us to enjoy a wide range of relationships which have a sexual element or aspect, and also to focus our interest on one or a few of these without getting carried away into lust, even if there is often a battle on that front. It will mean that we understand pornographic images as distorted sex, requiring moral blindness, so exclude them from viewing. Whereas sex can be considered as tactile worship of one's spouse, lust and porn are virtual or visual worship of other attractive bodies, hence idolatry (Col 3:5).

One of the main biblical passages referring to lust is in the sermon on the mount (Matt 5:28), where Jesus says that looking at a person8 lustfully amounts to committing adultery in the heart. Here lust is evidently doing in the head and heart what might be done in bed with someone who is not rightly available, consummating an illicit relationship and at least temporarily possessing the person. It is threatening someone's marriage bond. This is a lot more than admiring any person's beauty and sexual attractiveness and getting a buzz out of that! Jesus is not stigmatising natural sexual attraction. Nor is he saying that we shouldn't have wholesome sexual desire for members of the opposite sex who are potential partners. But if we allow ourselves to indulge in unbridled desire to posses the person, or lustful fantasy (v 29-30) that threatens a marriage relationship, then strong action and maybe drastic sacrifice is needed to remove ourselves from sexual temptation and the propensity to indulge it.

But lust is not just adulterous! Other biblical references on lust, the English language, and common sense suggest that we should understand lust rather more widely than in this well-known sermon on the mount text, applying to adultery. It is usually not too difficult to sense what is inappropriate lust, but actually defining it is harder. "Intense, obsessive or unbridled sexual desire" is a start, or "intense, possessive fantasies of sexual conquest", the intensity usually arising from uncontrolled or unbridled thoughts which take the imagination in the direction of sexual activity.9 The bridle on a horse enables the rider to control its speed and direction, so the word is apt for sexual thoughts and imagination. The point here is that what goes on in our minds needs to be part of our self-control generally, so that we enjoy thoughts and sexual feelings but are not carried away by them.

Elaborating this: lust is distinct from love, which has a whole known person as object (not just their genital potential) and which essentially seeks their good; lust is largely physically-focused and self-indulgent, and where normal sexual desire has been given free rein, often mentally undressing the person and fantasizing from there. More strongly, a fierce obsession to conquer or possess is the motivator, for males at least. Lust can even disregard the welfare and wellbeing of the object. It is the antithesis of seeing someone as being in the image of God, which leads to personal respect and different moral choices than unbridled lust.

From the male side, lust ttends to be wanting to conquer, possess, and ravish the person with genital indulgence, with fantasy of all that playing out in our minds. Or it may simply be an animal instinct focused on sexual pleasure. From the female side, belonging is perhaps foremost. Within a marriage relationship this essentially animal aspect is properly integrated with the other warm and noble aspect of sexual attraction, and moderated to give a balanced and passionate emotional and physical relationship with mutual commitment - eros is balanced with phileo and overlaid with agape.





What lust is not

The tendency of some Christians to define all sexual thought and physical appreciation of others as 'lust' is a travesty in the worst ascetic sense. Simply having sexually-charged thoughts about someone is not lust, since that is how we are wonderfully made. Nor does sexual arousal when seeing or thinking about an attractive person constitute lust. As already mentioned, sexual attraction is basically an expression of our created sexual physiology, not a result of the fall. Wholesome sexual desire for members of the opposite sex is proper and positive, when under control. With some practice of self-control, there can be an increasing distance between looking and lusting.

A too-broad definition gives bizarre scope for loading guilt trips on young people, and at the extreme, a sort of psychological self-neutering. Nevertheless, countering lust is a constant challenge for unmarried Christians, as part of self-control more widely.

It needs to be said that Matthew 5:28 is commonly misunderstood and used to oppress young Christians. It is about marriage and what devalues that, saying in strong hyperbole that sin which cuts across the marriage bond is as much in the mind as in action. A high expectation of marital purity means that there is no moral difference between fantasising adultery and acting on that. It is not saying that sexual attractiveness and amorous desire in a courtship context is wrong or to be denied, nor is this said elsewhere in the Bible. The Song of Songs in the Old Testament indicates precisely the opposite - it would be hard to find more sexually-charged literature which was not salacious or did not descend into smut. Using the Matthew verse to suggest that young unmarried people should purge their minds of all sexual thoughts is unwarranted and perverse. However, that does not mean open slather for lust. Self-control is always needed. The principle that entertaining any sinful act in the mind is morally the same as doing it is radical and it applies in all areas of our lives, not just to sex.





Early marriage? Or later?

One obvious way of managing our sexuality and which has considerable Christian support in the context of our promiscuous culture is to marry early, as the urges become strong. In the context of Paul's advice to the Corinthians (1 Cor 7:9)10 for those bursting with sexual energy, hungering for intimacy of that kind and having a plausible partner, this makes sense.

For some, early marriage is appropriate, but the possibility needs to be balanced against the question of one's social and vocational level of maturity. Some questions need pressing in this respect. If exhortation to marry early correctly represents Paul's advice to the Corinthians it needs to be balanced with that to the Thessalonians: each should learn to control his own body in a way that is holy and honourable (I Thes 4:4) - while allowing all the other attributes which contribute to a successful marriage to develop. People are so different that it is impossible to generalize, either to say that sexual longing should lead to early marriage, or to say that everyone should wait at least until their mid 20s.

There is a stereotype of such early marriage being rather hormone-driven, but if in reality that is the driver, then it's much better to suggest dealing with that libido as discussed elsewhere (eg 4.3) so that the more important romantic and social developments can proceed at their own pace, along with the vital feasibility study regarding long-term compatibility. As explained in the previous section, this exploration cannot sensibly be done in bed - in fact it would be using coital sex in somewhat the opposite way than intended.

The positive aspects of early marriage are that the two can grow together and shape one another from a more formative stage of life, they can look forward to sharing more years together and having less of an age difference with their children, and of course their sexual consummation removes a major part of the challenge of self-control. The risk is that they may in fact grow apart as each matures, or that differences which are glossed over in immature enthusiasm make the marriage very difficult later. 11 This is far too common in Christian circles.

Later marriage, after the mid 20s and into the 30s, has the advantage that each is more mature in assessing others and in self-awareness, and better able to assess compatibility, probably arising out of experiencing several romantic relationships. Also each may have accumulated life experiences which they bring to the marriage and to their progeny - ones which are more readily gained when unattached maritally. The risk is that some of the most eligible partners may by then be spoken for, the unmarried Christian is more vulnerable sexually, and the challenge of curbing lust may prove too great.

Another aspect of early marriage, somewhat separate from the considerations of this chapter, is simply the question of being prepared early in life to take responsibility for another person. This may be coupled with an early sense of vocational responsibility, and is to be encouraged. However, it needs to be balanced with those other considerations of developing maturity and underlines the need to find out and do what is right for each person, rather than applying formulae.

Christians do need to keep very much in mind that sex as given by a loving and bountiful Creator has both bringing-together and procreative aspects. In our culture, up until a person is in his or her late 20s, the latter is mostly disregarded (apart from attention to avoiding conception). A proper Christian view acknowledges both equally, even if procreation is deliberately delayed for some time after marriage, and then controlled. (A third aspect of sex - arising from the first - is that it is sacramental of the relationship between God and his church. An Anglican marriage liturgy has each partner affirming to the other that "with my body I worship you", ie. I will use it to treat you according to your worth in God's created order. This too lifts it well beyond the merely biological level.)

This mutuality in 'one flesh' is a beautiful, wondrous and rapturous part of the way God has made us. Other vertebrates copulate and reproduce pleasurably, but only humans made in God's image have the capacity to "become one flesh" in marriage of complementary bodies, implying a unity much greater than transient coupling or long-term pairing-off. It is a marked contrast with the tragedy of our culture treating sex as mutual indulgence with some transient intimacy, fun but not proper fulfilment, self-focused pleasure rather than emphatic self-giving. The sex that God invented is more wonderful, not less, than its contemporary manifestations outside of marriage.





Sexual repression

Effectively denying one's sexuality and repressing every sexual thought is not a proper or wholesome way forward. There is a spectrum between repression of every sexually-charged thought and mental indulgence of focused lust, and each person needs to work out where he or she should aim to be around the middle of it in the light of their own nature and conditioning. It is right and proper for our sexuality to be a significant feature of many kinds of relationships and bottling it up for years is not a healthy prelude to marriage. In the wide area between repression and indulgence there is scope for being excited by sexual encounter, getting a buzz out of social interaction and now and then guys being hot and hard in it all. There is also an appropriate place for masturbation if lust is not the driver of it, but if this is fraught, then self-control is the challenge and abstinence has a lot to be said for it. 12

Some Christian guys seem to have been sitting on their sexuality so firmly and for so long that they have forgotten it exists. The idea of romantic interest in a girl is intimidating for them because of the sexual stirrings involved, and their restricted notion of sexual purity then works against establishing any relaxed relationship. So when they have the inclination to take a romantic interest in a girl the very idea of telling her in word or behaviour that they are attracted to her is absolutely daunting. Indeed, it may make the relationships discussed in the next section and chapter 3 almost impossible or at the least, stilted and relatively joyless. In contrast, we want to affirm strongly that in all the time before marriage our sexuality should be enjoyed wholesomely and under control as we interact with people we find attractive. Some guidelines and limits are suggested in what follows. Self-control is certainly not the same as repression!





Sex as commercial promotion

We live in a world where sexual imagery is exploited for commercial purposes, to attract attention to financial temptations and thus advance the cause of consumerism. This can create problems for Christians on the sexual, financial and materialist or hedonist fronts. Focusing here on the first, for those who have not developed an immunity to the allure of sexual imagery in advertising or in the way some people dress, it may be helpful to assert that "the first look is free," but after that the brakes go on. This is by way of accepting the fact that we have this material and these images in our faces every day and there is nothing we can do about that, but we can choose whether to keep on feeding the imagery into our minds or to bounce our eyes and thoughts elsewhere. We need to avoid and constrain letting our eyes feast on attractive anatomy, so that our thoughts progress from that. This is most significant for guys, who are most readily stimulated visually, though the problem is not confined to them. Of course there can be, and ideally should be, an appreciation of the human body (even when displayed without inhibition) which does not lead to inappropriate trains of thought. We live in a society and age where desires are often readily fulfilled. We must be careful to avoid transferring that expectation across to any lustful fantasies!





Sexual orientation

It seems that sexuality exists on a spectrum between hetero and homo orientation, and while the majority of people are at or around the heterosexual end, a significant minority has some ambivalence, and a few have purely homosexual orientation . There is no binary homo-hetero division. There are degrees of same-sex attraction (SSA). Sexuality is complex and subtle, pliable and manipulable, open to social conditioning, and changing. Between the firm and clear-cut heterosexual majority and the firm and clear-cut homosexual small minority is a significant proportion - some ten percent by some accounts - whose sexual orientation is sometimes or at some stage ambiguous to some degree.

It is plausibly suggested that those around the middle of the sexual orientation spectrum are socially driven to identify with either the hetero end, for obvious reasons, or the homo end for the sense of belonging to an embattled and misunderstood minority or self-identified 'community'. According to Matthew Parris, a UK columnist personally well acquainted with the situation, it is the ambivalent middle ground which is "the love that dare not speak its name" - not full homophile affection (the quoted phrase being associated with Oscar Wilde).

Those young people - especially teenagers - who are tempted to experiment homosexually due to the influence of others, perhaps coupled with some adolescent identity problems or ambiguity in sexuality, should resist the pressure and at least for the time being assume that the ambiguity is transient. Social interaction with the opposite sex is likely to help it be so. Counseling help needs to be chosen with care, since some counselors will encourage a sense of identity to be drawn from sexuality, which is counter to Christian understanding of the person. Some young people who have experimented unwisely because of society's growing tolerance of sexual diversity may be encouraged over time into healthy hetero expressions of their sexuality.13 For others that outcome will remain elusive.

Similarly, and not unrelated, a healthy masculinity and femininity ought to be encouraged. Expression of gender too can be considered on a spectrum, and generally speaking marriages and families are healthiest and happiest when the complementary natures of male and female are appropriately expressed. Although the precise expression of masculinity and femininity changes across cultures and with individual couples, there are general recurring principles inherent in nature, and evident in scripture. In one form or another these ought to be encouraged within a society, in order to help marriage and family to remain healthy through the generations. See also section 4.2a re masculinity.

There is no moral issue with sexual orientation itself, and all of us - fully hetero, ambivalent, or SSA, have challenges in managing our sexuality. The moral issues relate to how we order our behaviour and manage ourselves. Christians need to seek God's perspective on difficult situations, and set about being faithful to that as their understanding develops. Self-delusion is a disastrous basis for self-management, especially regarding sexuality. Fuller discussion of the homophile/ SSA issue is in Appendix 3.





Sex and intimacy

The desire for intimacy is basic to the sexual urge, and regardless of marriage, we have already suggested that it can be substantially and adequately expressed within the context of fellowship rather than needing to be harnessed by sexual inclinations and centered preeminently around genital activity. For many people today sexual activity is the only intimacy they experience. The extreme expression of this is the hook-up culture which attempts to completely dissociate sexual experience from any relationship - the antithesis of any Christian understanding of human sex.

In general, our culture has consigned intimacy, along with much tenderness and touch - even the word 'love' - to the physical expression of a sexual relationship, or even sex outside a proper relationship. This underlines the extent to which the desire for intimacy - easily seen in our culture as inevitably meaning physical contact - is a driver in any sexually energised relationship.14 (The urge for gratification comes into it too, but at a more biological level!) This is a disastrous warping of social expectations and hence one aspect of heading off the temptation to promiscuity among Christians needs to be through the quality of fellowship - see chapter 1 and also in 2.4.

A person is most ready to be married when they are most ready to be single. No-one needs to enter into a sexual relationship or marriage to find heart intimacy or fulfilment as a person.

Finally, we need to develop a wholesome way of talking about these wonderful and good things which balances modesty, frankness and humour, while avoiding salaciousness and smut.

In summary, there are five tasks:

attack and deal with any porn attraction or addiction rigorously and urgently (see section 2.5) understand what lust is, and that it doesn't include every sexual thought and feeling (see above in 2.2) establish a personal discipline of minimising lust establish a personal modus operandi re masturbation: enjoy and use, or abstain (see section 4.3). Talk about all of the above with close friends.





2.2 Discussion questions


	How have you experienced the male-female differences working out in your experience and romantic relationships?


	To what extent is first sexual intercourse a rite of passage among your friends? What difference did the transition make? Is there a Christian counterpart in your life?


	Do your friends see chastity pending marriage (ie abstinence from coital intercourse) as totally archaic or incredibly heroic? How do you answer them, in word and lifestyle?


	Are "Intense, obsessive or unbridled sexual desire" or "intense, possessive fantasies of sexual conquest" meaningful and practically applicable definitions of lust for you?


	What do you find most challenging in controlling lust? What means have you developed for it?


	Are you shaping up to be an early or a late marrier? Why? What do older friends think about this in relation to your social and emotional maturity?


	Are you happy to talk about masturbation reasonably openly with close friends? If not, why not?


	Do you have homophile friends who are Christian? How do you support them? And how do they enrich you in open fellowship?


	How do you express intimacy in non-sexual ways? Have you developed strong same-sex relationships which are a joy to you without having any genital overtones?









2.3 Self-control and natural instincts, premarital sex

We need to have a clear grasp of the implications of different kinds of premarital sex - pursuing promiscuous intimacy and indulging our sexual urges in the years between puberty and matrimony. This is putting pleasure and short-term gratification ahead of commitment, obedience and wisdom. The potential effects include:


	eroding the wholesomeness of the kind of long-term sexual relationships we are designed for,

	often a preoccupation with one aspect of the attractiveness of the opposite sex,

	for males especially, feeding an addiction to the physical orgasmic aspects of sex (which of course has a very positive aspect within a marriage relationship),

	the intensity of our desire for the pleasures of sex can seriously skew our judgements of a potential partner's true compatibility.



To some degree these effects apply also to sexual intimacy within a mature faithful (but uncommitted) relationship.

Classically, a "shotgun wedding" was triggered by a guy getting his girlfriend pregnant. For Christians, a sense of obligation is arguably triggered by having sex in a romantic relationship.

Conversely, we also need a clear view of the implications of a Christian waiting faithfully for their life partner, whom they will marry. This involves very unfashionable and counter-cultural abstinence from sexual intercourse while unmarried, usually through several relationships, and often great resolve and strength of character to fly in the face of our peers' expectations. However, the longer-term benefits in proper expression of our sexuality outweigh the difficulty of that discipline - very much so in relation to casual sex. Controlling the expression of our urges and channeling them into social activity is not the same as repression and denial of them.




Self-control without asceticism

The control and management of sexuality needs to be taught much more fully than it commonly is. As one young guy put it: "It's hard work for a teenager in our culture to abstain, so Christians need to give a strong reason for doing so. Beating around the bush is hardly going to inspire a horny and keen-to-be-loved teenager to put the moral effort in to abstain and refuse! And remember it's not just about 'keeping your virginity' but about the place of all sexual expression, penetrative or not. Unless the special nature and uniqueness of all sexual expression is emphasised, young people simply won't see the point of resisting." Each Christian group or church must be active in encouraging, expounding and reaffirming these values of restraint and expectation of later fulfillment amongst its members, since they will receive precious little assistance outside it.

As in many things, temptation means that what is false, transient and ultimately worthless is much more attractive than the fullness of what God has designed.

In the years before marriage there is a range of ways we can react to young members of the opposite sex, from admiring them as attractive people through to lustful fantasies of sexual consummation with them. A normal controlled sexuality will mean that we spend time with them and enjoying an emotional buzz because of the hormones and sexual attraction, thinking about them intensely, and so on. There is much to explore and learn regarding the complementarity of the sexes in emotion and disposition. Certainly we can be open about our appreciation of good looks and lovely nature, focusing on making them feel good, not on what feels most stimulating for us. For guys, this means being a gentle-man, with inner strength and self-control aided by God's Holy Spirit. Where does temptation come into this and require action? Principally it is in challenging one's self-control of what plays over in the mind - long before any actual opportunity to "get laid". (That opportunity of course would bring temptation to a much more intense level.)

So where does one draw the line in thought and behaviour? It will differ a bit from person to person, but certainly best before indulgence in lust or undue physical intimacy which gives away what we may later wish had been kept for our life partner. In particular a person's self-esteem is easily degraded if they are persuaded to give away what they have in this respect prematurely. Further comment about boundaries, both tactile and visual, is in chapter 3, section 3.5.

Lust control involves a conservative approach! On the other hand, drawing the line way back in the other direction so that we put up an emotional firewall may be "safe" but deprive one of the very proper pleasure of hormonally-charged relationships between the sexes at a social level and the important learning from this. The main principle is that sexual faithfulness to one's future spouse starts in the first romantic relationship we have, and must guide and constrain our behaviour right through as we grow into and enjoy perhaps a number of romantic relationships.

The male predisposition towards serial sexual conquests means that this attribute certainly needs to be controlled and directed into wholesome relationships at a social level. It should not be denied or sat upon so that it is replaced by a fear of taking some initiative with women. For many guys, nothing compares with the pleasure of chatting up girls - bestowing and soliciting affection and erotic interaction. This is good, proper and delightful when it is controlled, which it often isn't in our society. It needs to avoid being merely recreational on the one hand, or leading girls on and conveying more than intended on the other.

We need to learn to live with the tension of our sexual natures, exercising enough self-control to avoid the torrid fantasies of lust or adultery in mind and heart - let alone more. In particular men need to be careful in controlling what they feast their eyes on, women more in what they think and emote about. Grappling with that delightful but sometimes harrowing tension rather than trying to avoid it will teach us much and prepare us for fuller relationships later. With guys, it is largely a mixture of hormones and vanity. The hormones rev up the lust, but the more extraordinary thing is that one is vain enough to believe that the object of one's lust would welcome with open arms your expression of it! An American Christian university was reported as forbidding student couples to touch or even to look into one another's eyes, since the latter constituted "optical intercourse" or "making eye babies". While this kind of rulemaking is in one sense a bizarre joke, it sadly constitutes a reaction to promiscuity which may be as damaging and dehumanising as what it seeks to prevent.





Positive mature profile

There is a sense of deprivation involved for the sexually eager single Christian, and it is accentuated by the spirit of this age - the "me, now" expectation. However, stepping back from this hot issue we can see that in fact there are many things that any human being cannot have, do, or attain - materially, vocationally and in experience. For Christians this sense of deprivation is in one sense greater since we are taught that the covetousness, greed and envy cultivated in our consumer society are sins, that we delay sex till marriage, and so on. But in another sense these sinful or inappropriate desires often recede as the Holy Spirit progressively reworks our basic nature. So, a big NO to some attractions is neither unique to Christians nor a big deal in the wider scheme of things.

A practical measure is to be involved in ministry teams which will enable and necessitate a healthy mixing with members of the opposite sex in a controlled environment, where there is no pressure upon male or female to extend their relationship any further than simply getting to know each other and learning to relate to the opposite sex in a proper way as spiritual siblings, albeit often exciting ones. For males this is a great opportunity to learn some skills in being a gentle-man which can be very helpful throughout life. More particularly, it is a potentially rewarding opportunity to learn to relate to girls as a friend and not just an object of their sexual attention. For girls the relationship which is warm and friendly but less than romantic is correspondingly valuable.

It ought to be said that for guys, learning to act as gentle-men is a skill of the highest order - one that males should strive for in the way that they relate to all females. Open compliments of brotherly love and care are a good start and even 'old fashioned' gentlemanly behaviour such as opening doors and giving up seats for them are an important way to make a female feel the self-worth that they were created to have but which so many go without. This is regardless of whether there is any romantic interest. "I have been told by many female friends that for most females there is no substitute for being made to feel self worthy by a male who is acting out of brotherly love, rather than acting simply as a means to get to them," was one heartfelt comment on this. Men are more likely to be admired by prospective partners if they are perceived as self-controlled and courteous in their approach to women. See also section 4.2a on Masculinity

Correspondingly, women can encourage appropriate male behaviour by appreciating and affirming it, especially when it clearly goes against the baser instincts of the male! Articulating appreciation or even admiration does wonders for the male ego, without the need to overdo it. And often the female needs to gently but firmly control how far any physical expression of intimacy proceeds - despite what she too may desire, of course.





Social liberation

But when friendship does progress to romantic attraction and involvement, most Christians understand that it is self-control rather than libertarian indulgence which makes us free. In the course of struggling with that self-control we can find that weakness, failure, forgiveness and persistence tend to characterize this aspect of our lives as fallen people seeking to experience the richness of our created nature which is in God's image. Most of us experience some setbacks on the way. But the freedom which comes from self-control is edifying and dignifying in ways appropriate to children of the living God. And it helps us respect the dignity of others.

Our sexuality is meant to be exciting and energizing for us even at the social stage well before marriage. While there is much need for self-control, the answer in this regard is not to shut down or shut off all feeling for others which is motivated by our sexuality, nor fail to appreciate the sexual attractiveness of others. We need to learn to express our appreciation of this attractiveness in word and action, with gentleness, self-control and love, and to enjoy the relationships which can develop. (See next chapter.)

If its nature in the particular social context is understood by all concerned, flirting can be a lot of fun and a very appropriate way of enjoying the sexual interaction with others. It can suitably and safely spice many a relationship right through life as a controlled expression of our sexuality. Good humour and clear mutual understanding of what it is and what it isn't is essential, otherwise it can be construed either as an offer or a threat, leading to hurt feelings and disappointment. The sexual innuendo and overtones need to be restrained and well under control. If it becomes serious or intense, in any sense more than a game, then immediately cool it. And if you are not interested in someone as more than a physical attraction then flirting is inappropriate.

The application of all this to those Christians of settled homophile orientation15 requires comment. The prospective relationship outcomes are quite different. Distinctly homophile Christians can expect to be as richly blessed in relationships as anyone else, but not in the same fashion, nor in line with the aspirations of gay activists. See subsection below on Sexual Orientation, and the subject is addressed more thoroughly in Appendix 3. We suggest that homophile orientation or same-sex attraction (SSA) may be best seen as something akin to a gift - requiring care, self-discipline, support and persistence for its proper deployment in the context of God's purposes and in the fellowship of the church. The warm fellowship of the church is vital, and SSA Christians can be expected to rely more on this than most, as well as investing more in it.





Two final comments

Where would we be without a sense of humour regarding sex? Of course all of the above considerations are serious and we need to take them seriously, but we also need to lighten up and sometimes see sex as hilarious! That will bring us closer to being profoundly grateful to God for making it all so wonderful than will solemn and earnest preoccupation with its details. A sense of humour will also give us a better perspective on our own situation, and we will more readily see the ridiculous nature of some temptations, which can thereby be disarmed! And a wholesome sense of humour applied to sexual matters can be a good witness as a contrast to dirty jokes.

We must not lose sight of the eternal context. In the Bible sin is often categorized as disobedience and in these matters where feelings are intense there is much potential for that. The call to faith is a call to obedience to our Lord, not to willfulness or autonomy. However unfashionable it may be to say so, our behaviour in sexual matters as elsewhere comes under the judgment of a holy God, and bending the rules or ignoring his clear standards must have consequences. Forgiveness requires repentance and change now while looking forward to God's restoration of his creation.





2.3 Discussion questions


	How well is the control and management of sexuality taught in your Christian context?


	What have you done to improve it?


	How do you express appreciation of physical beauty so as to make the other person feel good and without coming across as lascivious?


	Do you know people who have put up an emotional firewall to insulate themselves from temptation, but who have found that it deprives them of the very proper pleasure of relationships between the sexes at a social level? How can you help them?


	What is your experience of guys feasting their eyes upon the female form? When is this appropriate, and when not?


	Is it unrealistic to expect guys to act as gentle-men in social and romantic relationships with young women?


	How can young women best encourage this? And affirm it?


	What is your experience of flirting? Does it too readily go too far?


	How do you use humour in relation to sex? Does it give you a better perspective on sexual temptation in yourself and others?









2.4 Sexual fulfillment in marriage




What do we mean by 'marriage'?

In passing we note that the Bible talks about marriage in terms of leaving separate homes, and joining together exclusively and intimately - becoming one flesh - publicly as a social unit with lifelong mutual faithful commitment and the potential of children. It is not essentially about ceremonies and rituals. Even the promises before God, while very important, do not comprise the essence of marriage. It therefore follows that moving in with a lover publicly and with the (often implicit) commitment involved in house sharing and perhaps child-rearing etc, represents the essence of marriage. Calling it cohabitation doesn't really change this fact, even if the word is intended to place or imply a limit on the commitment. From a Christian perspective, cohabitation is marriage, albeit with inadequate commitment.

To put it another way, a couple decides to commit to being one flesh and publicly setting up together - which is essentially being married, not simply to get married. Marriage is a public state of life, not just having been through a ceremony, and calling it something less than marriage is at best a cop-out and at worst a deceit. The meaningfulness and presuppositions of that commitment are what is at issue. How two people get to marriage is less important than the clear setting up of a permanent and exclusive public commitment in the sight of others, sharing lives and resources. Having established that, Christians need to do it properly and be serious about that commitment as well as declaring it before God in the most appropriate public context, not just quietly shack up together.

God's intention is for it to be permanent, and it is for our good, our partner's good, and the good of our resulting children and grandchildren, that we learn to submit to that, however much contrary to our inclinations it may sometimes feel. If something less than permanence is in view, trouble often awaits and the whole currency of marriage and experience of family is debased. Marriage involves shared obligation for any children, it is not simply an adult relationship without profound implications for others in society. It creates a culture that binds men to their responsibilities for the children they bring into the world. It cements social expectations that boys and men will develop the virtues of commitment and faithfulness necessary to build strong marriages for the next generation. (Glynn Harrison, A Better Story, p109)

Some cultures in history respect the importance and the permanence of marriage more than others. Some, like our own, have such low, casual, take-it-or-leave-it attitudes toward marriage as to make the biblical vision seem ludicrous to most people who are focused mainly on their own immediate satisfaction. (John Piper, This Momentary Marriage, p19.)

The "one flesh" metaphor of Genesis 2 is surely one of the Bible's most vivid and wonderful expressions. It means that genital sexual activity involves great intimacy (obviously), uninhibitedness and privacy (by implication), and exclusiveness at that physical level, all in the context of belonging together. Sexual union is a 'sacrament' of marriage — it is a physical signifier which also enacts the loving union itself, most vividly in the procreation of new life. It needs exclusive and secure commitment to give it its full value, and to provide a suitable context for its emotional, spiritual and biological consequences. The exclusiveness of the sexual aspects of the marriage relationship means that the couple and their home can be generously inclusive at a social level (cf Hospitality chapter 7).

Sexual intercourse is all about communicating total mutual belonging. If one is not totally committed to one's lover for life, sex will tend to be an indulgence rather than a sacrament, hence less than it is meant to be. Sex that is less than the total self-giving of marriage is eroding the potential for its full enjoyment over many years. Within a marriage it's important to have lots of coital sex, not simply for the pleasure of it, but because it expresses the nature of the one-flesh marital relationship. St Paul urged the same: "Do not deprive each other ....." - even before reliable contraception was available. And in terms of neuroscience or brain chemistry, orgasm helps us bond to our sexual partner, so the more the better in marriage.





Community and marriage

The whole practice of premarital chastity - setting sexual intercourse uniquely within marriage - is so countercultural that it requires the support of the Christian community both before and during marriage. This is vital. We need one another to be able to talk frankly of the challenges of chaste pre-marriage relationships, to encourage and perhaps gently rebuke one another and to affirm our life together as disciples whether single, attached or married.

This communal aspect applies to the marriage relationship as well as the preceding 'exclusive' stages. We exist within our Christian community of some kind, and we must remain connected with it through our romantic progression - especially for a few reality checks - and in marriage. So too we will normally remain connected with our respective human families. The members of both family and wider community have a responsibility to care for and nurture one another, with implications of limiting the privacy (but not the exclusiveness or unique intimacy) of marriage. To put it another way, being in a steady relationship or actually married does not and must not be allowed to isolate a couple from the rich mutual interactions and responsibilities of the wider community, this being in both directions. It is important to involve others - including single brethren - as a relationship proceeds towards permanent commitment. Other relationships are normally a significant part of life and may be emotionally intimate without competing with the marriage, contrary to some romantic depictions.

Apart from marriage, there need to be models of long-term social interaction in the church community that are celibate but not impoverished, for all singles.





Easy come, easy go?

In our culture, marriage is often accompanied by mental reservations which mean that it is no more than a short-term relationship dignified by a (reversible) legal procedure, rather than a committed long-term partnership. This has implications for the unmarried lifestyle, where bed is so often a central feature of the male-female relationship before marriage. Sexual intercourse is addictive and designed to be so as part of the glue of marriage. Once hooked as an unmarried person, it becomes an inexorable part of one's evaluation of those sexual partners - we have all seen guys with their brains apparently in their scrotum! It is difficult, perhaps impossible, to avoid such distraction in that situation and it certainly skews the evaluation away from anything rational. Leading up to marriage, what you desperately need is to be more rational. (Within marriage, one role of coital sex is to be able to push aside disagreements and tensions and celebrate the one flesh reality despite those, hence to be decidedly less rational!)

To put it another way, it is much easier to hang out and sleep with a sexy partner than to gain the attention and affection of the sort of person who will make a suitable life partner - one who delights you over many years with their character and inner beauty. It would be fair to say that all of us are much more easily able to enjoy sleeping with a range of different people than living with them pleasurably for decades. It follows that we need to focus on finding a partner who is a joy for life, and that any genital explorations are most unlikely to assist that search. Rather they will readily detract from it.

We also note that marriage is a project, not a destiny. It is not something preordained by God as guaranteed to succeed but something which will flourish or suffer depending on the love and thoughtfulness invested in it. Marriage involves consideration of the partner leading to some curtailed freedoms in order to build the long-term partnership with all its blessings. Rights take a back seat to responsibilities and opportunities to give. If that perspective is not in the frame before the wedding day, don't expect a happy outcome.





Recalibrating sex

The experience of a number of Christians in their 20s is that any premarital intercourse sets one back at least a year in the romantic exploration/courtship stakes, depending on personal sensitivity. It is likely to take at least that long to sort out the emotional disquiet or even turmoil, to dissolve the inadvertent glue at that emotional level if it is not an isolated incident, to be assured that God's forgiveness cancels guilt, to lift one's thoughts largely back above the navel, and to get back on course socially and spiritually. (This is not everyone's experience - cultural conditioning may mean that a premarital fling or more is no big deal, both emotions and conscience having become desensitised. Or the values of the peer group may simply remain stronger than those of the gospel.)

A similar time frame is needed for those who change from a lifestyle of sleeping around to get on course in seeking a fuller expression of sex in the course of embarking upon discipleship. Repentance and forgiveness is one thing, sorting out any mess and repairing our attitudes is another, though it flows from the forgiveness. Spiritual convalescence is slow, but sure. For those who come to faith in student years or later, virginity will often be just a distant memory of innocence. The issue then becomes how to reinstate sex to its proper and designed place in the future scheme of things, and meanwhile express and enjoy one's sexuality within godly constraints.16 It may be important to note that this situation need be no handicap to fullness of life in Christ nor to future sexual fulfillment. We must never slip into thinking that sexual indiscretions necessarily create a lifetime stigma, as is the case in an Islamic context, or even a short-term stigma in the Christian fellowship. They absolutely do not, if a person is prepared to accept God's forgiveness and leave former behaviour behind. God's grace is overwhelmingly greater than any shortcoming or past folly on our part.17 Bad experiences can be overwritten in the course of considerate progress towards a full Christian one flesh relationship.

Sexual temptation is an area where we all run the risk of slipping up, and it provides a source of huge guilt and regret for many Christian young people. However, we need to remember that, if we come to our senses and truly repent, there is complete forgiveness in Christ, just as much as in other areas of our lives. God's grace transcends our failures, and this needs affirming pastorally. While past failures will always have some influence, the past must never be allowed to control the present. We need to be able to forget the former and focus on the future. The past can and should be put behind.

While forgiveness and healing is possible, we do need to remain aware that premarital intercourse - whether recreational or in a faithful relationship - will tend to devalue the currency and weaken that glue which later will help keep a marriage together. When the heat then comes on later - as it normally will during a marriage - adultery doesn't seem such a bad idea, and the defences against it are likely to be weaker. This underlines the need for Christians to avoid premarital indulgence.18

But if, in your endeavours to save your sexual consummation for that special person, you lapse, just don't let that become part of your lifestyle, but get back on track and focus on the social interaction which will both develop your skills in that and help you discern the kind of person you want to spend most of your life with. It's in talking, laughing, eating, recreating, perhaps studying together that you make that judgment most reliably. Coital sex will not add usefully to all that, and at the feasibility stage of a relationship it is simply a big distraction.





Bending the marital norms

Adultery is a strange temptation, especially for males. One can have a wonderful, indeed ideal, spouse and yet be seized with this crazy desire to go off and sexually conquer someone else. Eros is fickle and bodily appetites are strong. Many find that the prospect of illicit sexual liaisons is incredibly exciting - much more so than routine marital sex. That makes it a force to be reckoned with, but not right in any moral universe. Beyond the simple self-centredness of sin, it doubtless arises both from our biological heritage - see previous sections - and the evil one's agenda to destroy marriages, especially Christian ones. For girls there is the deep-felt need to feel special in the eyes of a partner, and if this is lacking then other possibilities beckon.

But it is hard to think of any circumstance in which a person could indulge in extra-marital sexual activity without doing significant damage, both short- and long-term, to many people, not least to themselves. It is worth noting the powerful role of vanity in driving such thoughts of sexual adventure for males, through fantasies of how positively we may be perceived by the other party — a primal desire to be widely desirable! - also perhaps wildly desirable! Other things besides mere sexual lust may drive it for others. Recourse to an accountability partner is an important counter to the temptation.

Reports of recent social research suggest that many professional women in the UK cannot be bothered with sexual intercourse and when wanting to conceive prefer (at significant personal financial cost) to arrange an IVF procedure which fits in with their diary commitments. Also it is reported that over half of UK married women find sex boring. While there will no doubt be different causes for this, one could ask whether we are moving towards a situation where sexual intercourse has sometimes been made so ordinary and boring by its premature enjoyment outside of committed relationships that Christians will be the main ones enjoying it excitedly and wholesomely as a significant feature of fulfilled marriage - as designed by a bountiful creator? What an irony if God has made sex so pleasurable that we humans have managed through premature indulgence to make it boring and tedious where it should be most meaningful and fulfilling!

As an aside, in the Old Testament, the sexual energy of many of the lead players and the way this is expressed with multiple partners but in the context of faithful discipleship is remarkable. For instance Jacob/Israel has two wives bearing eight sons, two maidservants bearing four more, then concubines' kids in addition. David needs little comment! With New Testament constraints applying to us, does this mean that God expects his male disciples today to be sexual wimps, or simply to focus better and spare our single partners the enormous physical burden of multiple motherhood? For most of us, this means using the contraceptive options we now have, notably the pill and in due course, vasectomy.





Long-term singles

Though arguably everybody is equipped with a sort of inbuilt guidance system which leads towards a likely one-flesh union with a life partner, in some there is a bit of a short circuit and other options beckon. In fact, for a variety of reasons, marriage is not for everyone. Those who remain single out of conviction or circumstance should not feel that they are thereby mortally deprived, or have failed. In fact the single state allows a degree of freedom and independence which is often the envy of married peers (especially those with young children) and it opens up particular possibilities for deploying love, time and energy in the context of which God's blessing may be anticipated. Instead of focusing their relationship energy and attention on their life partner (actual or prospective) they can and generally should spread their affections more widely, and expect to find rich blessing in so doing.

Long-term singles may be content in that, or they may have running battle with envy and even have to manage grief. Whatever, they do need to be included and appreciated in churches which tend to become preoccupied with young families. For some, singleness is their very appropriate long-term calling, and the church needs to accept and affirm that, without at all stigmatising or socially marginalising celibate singleness. The church family needs to be just that, as explicit in the New Testament, so that intimate, self-giving relationships flourish without sex - St Paul does not come across as one who is in the least deprived relationally. However, in some church communities the social interaction between the sexes is so inhibited that some singleness must surely result just from that, and so raises questions about the proper functioning of the corporate body. This issue is addressed in the next chapter. While marriage may be the norm in this age, singleness is the eternal reality! (Luke 20:34-36)

But before proceeding we must make clear our conviction that marriage is the default, not singleness. Individuals may certainly be called to the single state, or may be left thus due to overwhelming circumstance. No-one should need to be called to marriage, except in the very important sense of finding a suitable partner. That's the way we have all been designed physically, and (the majority of us) emotionally. Most of us need to proceed with the assumption that we will find a congenial partner with whom to enjoy a lifelong one-flesh relationship, if we apply some common sense and socialise beyond our girly or blokey clique. This is despite any temporary ambivalence in teenage or early adult years.





2.4 Discussion questions


	Do you agree that public cohabitation is the same as marriage? Why, or why not?


	What do you understand as being the sacramental nature of sex in marriage?


	In what ways is a marriage relationship communal rather than insular?


	Do you have any major lifestyle challenges in contemplating marriage in the future?


	If marriage is the default in God's purposes, how would you expect a person to be guided to remain single?









2.5 Pornography: the elephant in the room

Pornography is the 'explicit representation of sexual activity in print or on film to stimulate erotic rather than aesthetic or emotional feelings.'19 It puts on display what is properly private, which amounts to a degenerate distortion of sex. It focuses on sex as recreation. Procreation is its antithesis, intimacy is physical and contrived. "Pornography is the most extreme embodiment of the recreational view of sex. Pornography, more powerfully than anything else, destroys the potential young men have to develop the intuition that sex is anything special or profound."20 The spectacle of recreational sex is attractive, but it is also deceitful in attracting our mental engagement and leading us away from the designed purpose of human sex.

Porn creates a distorted sexual template for young people in following their own sexual thoughts and activities. When any of us views it, that wrong is compounded by our vicarious participation, and we are personally risking our sexual wellbeing. Natural curiosity is quickly overtaken by lust and any defences in conscience are readily overwhelmed, especially at teen age. Pornography today is ubiquitous, especially via the internet. "The corruption of our sexuality is one of Satan's greatest triumphs, trashing a glorious gift of God and enslaving at the same time."21 This section concentrates on the enslaving. Porn is seriously addictive, and any level of attraction to it is a spiritual problem, regardless of how it may be expressed. Looking at porn is embarking upon sin, however normal that may be for non-Christian friends.

It's not that sex is bad, or that enjoying that aspect of our bodies is intrinsically wrong. But if we think about Paul's exhortation to present our bodies as a living sacrifice to God as our true worship (Rom 12:1), then becoming absorbed with porn is surely the antithesis. It is the wholesale worship of the body itself and the hedonist outworking of that in conformity to the values of this age (Rom 12:2). We need to rescue our sexuality from that!




Your main sex organ is your brain

It's much more important than your pride and joy further down. Both can be means of lethal infection, and though condoms are useful in preventing STDs and AIDS, there is no easy prophylactic for the brain except controlling what gets loaded into it. If through your eyes you stream porn images into it for hours, it will become polluted and no longer function as it is designed to. Once a lot of imagery is uploaded, especially with the accompanying dopamine high, it persists and there is no instant 'reset' button to empty the cache apart from acting out. Any significant build-up of corrupt images over time will disable your sexuality. Guys, viewing porn repeatedly is more dangerous than poking your apparatus into unfamiliar places.

Here we are concerned not with occasional curiosity, which may be natural, especially in an age where people are prudish re nudity, but we focus on the compulsive desire to return repeatedly to the porn and get another visual hit and dopamine high (see box). It is all too easy, some would say inevitable, for curiosity to turn into a salacious interest which flowers as lust. Or for a longing for intimacy to be met vicariously by watching porn. With repeated exposure this can all too readily become an addiction.22 The mental pathways of desire keep being reinforced by the emotional reward, and the brain's reward centre is fully developed in adolescence while the regulatory part - the pre-frontal cortex, is not fully developed for another several years - typically the mid 20s.23 This is a period of great vulnerability, with the brains of teenagers being wired not to say 'stop', but to want more. It is mainly, but certainly not solely, a male problem. It is also a Christian problem, because the breaking of taboos is itself an attractive and exciting novelty, compounded by the sense of guilt and even paranoia which adds to the emotional and sexual 'high'.24 At some stage, shame becomes the main sentiment.

Christians are arguably more susceptible to the lure and effects of porn than others, for whom it is an ordinary diversion, or at least not shameful. This difference is compounded if masturbation is generally stigmatized. The profound sense of shame and self-condemnation can lead to secrecy which results in a sort of reinforcing feedback and deeper attraction to the behaviour which is condemned by conscience. So apart from the normal adverse effects of porn described below there is a sin-shame-secrecy vortex which is debilitating to discipleship, and can only start to be addressed by renouncing the secrecy with trusted confidantes or accountability partner. A consciousness of God's law which is not matched by awareness of God's grace accelerates the vortex. The proper alternative is to cultivate a strong sense of God's promises and grace, well set out in Tim Chester's book Captured by a Better Vision. Let the gospel transform you in a godly direction, and the Holy Spirit reinforce that transformation!

We all need to avoid encouraging or entertaining thoughts which can readily evolve into unwholesome lust and torrid sexual fantasies. Minimising lust means that it's really important to close the door to porn. Flirting with pornography is a distinct health hazard both socially and spiritually, and Christians should avoid internet porn sites like the plague. Innocent curiosity quickly gives way to prurience, and the mental pathway from sexual buzz to full-on lust which increasingly determines how you see women is reinforced, and you are on the way to addiction and long-term brain change affecting your sexual responses before you know it. Porn is incredibly insidious in this respect. Beyond avoiding porn, the issue is countering lust, diminishing its prevalence and intensity, and the extent to which it is allowed to preoccupy us.25

Another negative of porn is the display of the male equipment in operational mode that should generally only be seen by a man's wife. While it's good to be relaxed about normal nudity, male arousal is properly very private. (Most people viewing porn don't see it as a Viagra advertisement, though it is that.)





Porn as escape

Viewing pornography taps into sexual desire and expresses a longing to escape the normal limits and frustrations of relationships, or it may represent an escape from other personal problems. It gives us non-relational 'fix' or emotional highs, often acted out. Sexual arousal and orgasm are stimulated by visual images of genital fantasy leading to self-gratification without relationship, dopamine highs devoid of love, in a social vacuum. Porn revs up the hormones along with focusing the mind on unnatural images of sexual activity employing the sexual equipment, furnishing food for unwholesome thought and establishing mental pathways which are inimical to real relational sexual attraction. Porn is a dehumanised parody of non-relational self-gratifying sex which gives a totally unreal impression of intimacy, and of sex as it is designed to be.

Pornography is a solo preoccupation which steadily erodes a person's ability to enjoy real personal relationships in their sexual dimensions, and in the end it blocks the ability to relate properly to the opposite sex. It provides a ready fix for guys' testosterone fantasies and sets a pattern for the experience and expression of our sexuality which finally leaves us empty. It exacerbates guys' tendency to separate sex from relationships. There is no resulting deep connection with another real person, the psychological bonding which is basic to sex. Romance is displaced by voyeurism and lust. The idealized body image can make it harder to live with reality in sex later on. Individuals underestimate the power of all that at their peril. Porn is toxic.

Apart from the voyeurism, pornography normalises what are sometimes inappropriate expressions of sex and it conditions the viewer to think of sex that way, which compromises the whole prospect of normal marital relationships. Hard porn becomes a template of expectation regarding specific sexual behaviours, and any future sex relies on recalling porn, which the male brain can readily do - images are stored for replaying. Any porn is devoid of meaningful intimacy or affection, and the mental pathway from wholesome sexual interest becomes conditioned in voyeuristic rather than a personal relationship direction. The contrast between visual porn and tactile sex is great.





Effect on the brain

Watching porn gives the brain a feel-good dopamine hit, which is greatly and euphorically magnified by the hormonally-stoked masturbation finale. This pathway to pleasure is readily reinforced by repetition and the craving for novelty, leading us to look for ever more graphic and exciting images, so that a real addiction can result. The brain's dopamine pathways are a built-in teacher, so that desire or yearning are increased and directed according to previous experience of emotional rewards. Dopamine is the 'reward chemical' and pathways are established in our conscious memory and linked to the activity that gave previous satisfaction, stimulating a craving for more. The brain is trained to indulge in fantasy rather than the warmth of real relationships with real people of the opposite sex. With guys the visual input is powerful, and orgasm becomes linked to and even dependent upon the visual stimuli rather than relational intimacy. All this amounts to a mental disorder, but one that is reversible.

With teenagers the neural pathways are more pliable than later, so they are more vulnerable, and addiction is more of a danger. In teenage years porn can seriously derail the process of growing up emotionally, especially where serious porn precedes puberty. Porn before puberty seems to intensify the attraction of it and increase the challenge of disengaging. Also mid teenage experience of normal sexual relationships will be less so that the porn images and activity tend to become de facto their norm. Sometimes porn comprises their main sex education, though it teaches absolutely nothing about real sex. Any access to porn starts to establish a cache of images in the brain, which readily re-emerge in the future. Any level of porn addiction will interfere with normal social and sexual relationships, the object of affection will inevitably be viewed against the fantasy images lodged in the brain, and the dopamine-driven craving for euphoria will cut across patient love. The normal sexual buzz towards members of the opposite sex is deadened.

In contrast to Alcoholics Anonymous, the Bible does not use the language of addiction. But it has a lot to say about slavery to sin, rooted in self-centredness and idolatry. This certainly includes addictions, and the sex or porn addict needs to read it accordingly. Both porn and video games are more powerful addictive agents than chemicals, because they are visual, and the images imprint on our brains and are cached there.

Sex is properly and wonderfully a major human preoccupation, which makes the easy access to its distorted representation very alluring for our generation. It is stimulating, freely available in endless supply of great variety, hence with the prospect of unfolding novelty, and we can binge on it without realising how much it is changing our brains as we crave what will elevate our dopamine levels. Unlike food or drugs, there is no limit to consumption with it, we are not as readily satiated. Even when we stop watching porn, some images remain in our heads to be drawn upon in a sort of 'wank bank'. This all makes pornography a real threat to social and spiritual sanity today!

Dopamine is a chemical neurotransmitter produced in the brain. With other neurochemicals it gives a pleasant emotional feeling, even a 'high', and plays a big role in reward-driven learning for the repetition of pleasure. It is 'the craving neurochemical' released by rewarding experiences such as being in love, but including sexual stimuli from viewing porn, and especially by orgasm which delivers a special blast of it. It is the principal neurochemical which activates the reward circuitry in the brain, and hence giving rise to cravings for such things as junk food or sexual gratification, so is behind libido and is a driver for lust. It drives sexual arousal and peaks at orgasm but is not what gives the euphoric pleasure of orgasm itself. In proper human relationships, other neurochemicals balance out the effect of dopamine.

Watching porn is one of many things which boosts dopamine towards addiction, especially if enhanced by endless novelty on myriad web sites. There is diminishing return from the same level of stimulus, so to get the same reward and buzz, progressively greater input stimuli are required, driving binge viewing and porn habituation (and in a related context, also the desire for new sexual partners, hence adultery). But each 'fix' numbs the reward circuitry a little, so just propels us to want more of what will not actually satisfy, creating a cycle of bingeing and addiction with the dopamine acting in the same way as it does with addictive drugs, reinforcing and enhancing the mental pathways of the brain. It is not just a question of craving more of the same, but more novelty, leading well beyond normal sex. Because sex is so powerful itself, and porn is both visual and accessible at the click of a mouse, porn is more addictive than drugs or alcohol, where only about one tenth of users are vulnerable to addiction.

Prayer needs to undergird our approach to managing our sexuality, as in other things we struggle with. It is important to recognise that the process of conscious sexual management can often exacerbate temptations rather than providing immediate relief from them, which is all the more reason to have others closely supporting us in prayer at our points of vulnerability in sexual matters. Giving a prayer partner the responsibility for praying about a persistent temptation we face such as lust leading to porn can be enormously liberating. Also, while we do need to seek God's strength to enable us to go with convictions rather than simply instincts, this is not a panacea, wondrously removing all weakness and temptation. For all that, we can be confident that as we wrestle with temptations which we might prefer to be spared altogether, God will not allow us to be overwhelmed - though many find it a constant battle. We can never expect to graduate from temptations of lust! But we must deal with its propensity for leading us to seek porn.

Porn focuses on physical gratification, the mechanisation of sex stripped of its excitement and mystery. It inevitably increases the prevalence of any guy's mental distractions which are genitally related and fuels the desire for masturbation, so that on top of the emotional buzz, sex becomes self-gratification. Instead of the gentle exploration of one with another in a real relationship, pressure builds for an act of relief. Women are seen as largely the means of self-gratification, even mere objects. We come to view sexually attractive people as potential means to get what we want rather than as relational humans. It also weakens the commitment to boundaries in behaviour with the opposite sex. In all respects it pushes us into an unreality regarding God's wonderful gift, and simply depraves us.

Porn makes a mockery of God's intention for sex, and of the joy that normally accompanies it in the truly intimate and tender joining of a man and a woman - you and your future partner. It is violent because it is about indulgence which uses another body to get rather than give, and progressive because it leads to ever more exotic cravings visually and a progression of sin in the addict. "What was once satisfying is now boring; what was once gross is suddenly desirable. Along the way, a person's whole perception of sex is changed." 26 Often, sex becomes associated with violence in the male psyche





Reinforcing defences

For some, most obviously males, intimate same-sex friendships (cf 1.3) are very important, both before the marital stage of life and often as complementary to the marital bond. In subtle but important respects (beyond the obvious) they contrast with sexual intimacy. Anyone who runs away from such intimate same-sex relationships for fear of being seen as bit queer is seriously deprived, as well as confused (unless, perhaps, there is a clear homophile sexual orientation - see box in previous section). These open friendships are nowhere more important in early adulthood than in countering porn. Some porn attraction arises from the sense of need for intimacy, so it is sought vicariously.

There is a vicious cycle of seduction and shame haunting too many Christians. Repeatedly quelling the conscience rots the soul and desensitises us to both sin and the opposite vision of God's love and presence. The craving for porn, and for ever more violent or gross subject matter, is debilitating of self-esteem. The after-effects of porn sessions can leave us feeling shamed, degraded and worthless, especially if the porn is being used as an analgesic for relationship or other problems which need confronting properly. It becomes a cycle where we resolve to stay clear of porn but quickly get drawn back to it - a sort of seduction. Our guilt and shame then make us reluctant to return to God because we have so frequently failed in our resolve and feel so unworthy of his presence and forgiveness. As addiction to porn increases, spiritual life atrophies and we rationalise the addiction, quelling our conscience. Porn is sugar-coated poison!

The internet is the chief means of access to pornography today, which means that any Christians who have any weakness at all in this respect need to take some practical precautions and actions. These might include using their computer only in a public place (not the bedroom), installing accountability software running on it and portable devices will notify nominated others if you access a porn site, and certainly making sure that normal accountability partners ask the hard questions on every occasion, not be soft and tactful on the matter! The accountability software may be seen as simply precautionary where there is some persistent attraction, or a significant help in fighting back from a real addiction. 27 But it is secondary to the face-to-face accountability, and can be likened to training wheels on a child's bike - a temporary help but not a long-term solution.

Pornography can be more attractive to us when we are lonely, stressed, tired or bored. If so, these factors need to be addressed and minimised, and attractive diversionary activities, videos, or whatever is held ready to deploy instead of allowing a drift into viewing porn. More broadly we need to be active in service and in community so that idle time in isolation is minimised, and opportunity for entirely secret indulgence is constrained. Avoid living alone, and go to bed at the same time as others in your household. If you find yourself hankering after a porn hit and cannot counter that by removing yourself completely from the computer, then preempt the whole thing with a quick wank. With the sexual tension relieved it will be easier to behave rationally and with restraint. (Preemptive masturbation is addressed in 4.3.)

Pride and often vanity underlie lust. These are countered through confession and honesty with accountability partners, and by bringing our most disreputable thoughts into the light, but ultimately the need is for humility. This is fundamental to recovery, especially as progress is made. Cultivating humility which openly acknowledges our own weakness will also prevent setbacks causing despair. Battling pride is fundamental to battling porn addiction. "God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble" (Prov 3:34), and grace is what recovery depends upon.

Young Christians who travel, whether gap year, backpacking or on business, sometimes find particular difficulty in standing by the principles which they find more or less attainable at home. Moving away from the home circle of family, friends and church with their expectations and a degree of inherent transparency due to being known, and into a more anonymous situation - perhaps largely in a hotel room - means that a very different set of standards in relation to casual sex and/or pornography can be alluring. Minimising lust can seem less important. These temptations can be a formidable challenge, and if so, must be met with all the support available - especially prayer and accountability partners. If this is insufficient, some radical changes may be needed to avoid the temptation altogether (cf Matt 5:29-30: if your eye or hand - or business or recreational arrangement - causes you to sin, gouge it out or cut it off and discard it). A Christian life cannot accommodate double standards, because fundamentally it is lived before the Lord. (See also Witness, chapter 9.)

For those who have survived porn in adolescence or early adulthood the question of helping younger siblings or friends embarking upon adolescence arises. Some points to guide discussion:


	God has made sex good and exciting at social, emotional and physiological levels. We must rejoice in that.


	Curiosity is natural and proper. In adolescence that will often be focused on sex.


	Internet porn is unavoidable, and will naturally be attractive for the above reasons. Any initial encounter with it should not be condemned.


	However, it is important to discern very quickly that porn is an unnatural and distorted representation of sex and therefore must be avoided.


	At best it normalises and displays what should be confined to the marital boudoir, but also goes beyond that to sordid sexual perversion."


	So encourage "Love the Lord and hate evil" as deliberate choice (Ps 97:10)


	If adolescent masturbation becomes driven by porn there is a real problem that needs addressing.








Rehabilitation - clawing back to sexual sanity.

The first thing is to admit that you don't have your sexual inclinations under control. Then the basic questions are: How long have you been yielding to this compulsive desire to revisit porn sites? And: How long are those viewing sessions? If the answer to either or both is 'long', then the road of recovering from the addiction is also likely to take some time. The starting point obviously is cutting off access and coming out of hiding to face the issue in the context of real human relationships and ruthless honesty. Not only confession to God, but disclosure to close reliable friends is the essential first step. Come out of hiding! Renounce shame and secrecy! Bring the sorry mess into the light! "Whoever conceals their sins does not prosper, but the one who confesses and renounces them finds mercy," (Proverbs 28:13) - not to mention relief and catharsis.

As with any sin, the occasional curiosity or low-intensity desire to look at it can be dealt with in the normal accountability partnership context, assuming that is established and properly ruthless (as well as gracious, cf section 1.4 in previous chapter). But where a strong desire to revisit porn develops, with an intensity that is hard to put out of the mind, stronger controls need to be implemented. In any accountability relationship or circle , Covenant Eyes software and X3Watch are recommended. Their use can be considered precautionary, as solidarity in small group, or with remedial purpose. In a share house, it's a good idea to only use a computer if the bedroom door is open and the screen is visible from the doorway.

The estrangement in fellowship caused by shame must be countered and replaced with proper intimacy of love and trust which brings specifics into the light. This is likely to involve both software fixes such as accountability reporting, and firm resolve backed by accountability partnerships. Change is a community project (Galatians 6:1-2). The battle simply cannot successfully be fought alone. Breaking free of porn addiction is possible and urgent, humanly speaking. For the Christian it means developing greater appreciation of God's forgiveness, grace and empowering by God's spirit, taking hold of what Jesus has already achieved for us, and resolving when temptation looms to opt for opening the Bible, talking to a friend, or doing something else than yielding to it. A decisive 'no' must be the first response to temptation. All this then adds up to significant blessings spiritually in the longer term.

The web sites YourBrainOnPorn and Guilty Pleasure are commended. William Struthers' book is listed in the Appendix.

Rebooting the brain to restore the sensitivity of reward circuitry is quite possible by avoiding the corrupted mental pathway and developing new ones by abstaining from porn and associated masturbation. Consistent advice on this is that a guy needs to avoid both porn and any sexual activity or masturbation for a period of 30 days - known as re-booting or "NoFap", to detoxify the system (the first two weeks being most difficult). Some fasting may help - control two bodily appetites at once! It seems that some of the symptoms of porn addiction disappear in weeks, though the whole process is likely to be rather longer, depending of course on the history and degree of the problem. Because porn images are stored in the brain, recovery from porn addiction can be a long process, compared with addiction to chemical substances which are metabolised out of the body. It can take some time for that cache to deplete, and it may never quite empty. And contra what you are avoiding, focus more strongly on thanks for what you have and what you enjoy each day!

During adolescence the reward function of the brain is very active and more vulnerable to any addiction, also the brain itself is very plastic. Guys who have used porn during the formative years of adolescence will require longer to recover, and withdrawal symptoms may occur. But even at teenage level, porn addiction can be reversed - as many have found, and the brain can be rebuilt with new neural pathways so that it is reconditioned towards the sexual buzz of normal relationships. Guys, look forward to when you can appreciate a woman with a positive buzz and without seeing her as a sex object!

The porn-to-people transition requires normal socialising to absolutely replace the porn, so that the unhealthy neural pathways eventually atrophy and new relational ones are reinforced. Construct off-ramps to divert thoughts down newly established healthy tracks. Seek out, contrive and maximize situations where your hormones and whole sexual physiology respond to attractive people, while those responses to porn become a faint memory. The patterns of sexual arousal and response in the brain need to be rewired, and since the depraved neural pathways were established and reinforced over some time, so the new ones will take time to develop to the point where they become the default paths and you attain or resume normal sexual response to attractive people.

To a large extent the same sort of rehabilitation, with about a 90-day strict abstinence period to reset the brain, is necessary for dealing with addiction to video games.





The reality and implications of porn addiction

The only positive thing here is that there is a negative feedback based on physiology: when a guy in his early 20s encounters erectile dysfunction (ED) and works out that it's due to his heavy porn usage, there is a very strong incentive to quit both porn and masturbation. Youthful ED is a novelty to the medical profession, and a terrible thing at that age, but it does get guys' attention! Due to peak dopamine production being in late teens, young men take significantly longer to recover from ED than older men once the porn and masturbation stop. Porn-induced erectile dysfunction (PIED) is common. There are now web sub-sites devoted to such recovery from porn, http://www.nofap.com/rebooting/ is recommended.

There is no quick fix though, and the support of peers such as accountability partners and also mentors is vital. Overcoming serious porn addiction is comparable to overcoming drug addiction - the brain changes are the same, and basically biochemical. The brain needs to be healed, with time out from intense sexual activity. Deliberate social interaction and rational thought must be asserted over impetuous inclinations. Remember that there is no human depravity that is beyond redemption and rehabilitation.

It is much the same as alcoholic or any other addiction - while we are still in this fallen world the tendency "to go there" will always be with us, as with all sinning in general. In grappling with this shame cycle we need to recognise (or have reinforced) the truth that complete "victory" over the sinful tendency can never be expected this side of eternity. The incredibly frustrating battle between our (addicted) sinful nature and the good (victory) we desire - Rom 7:18-23, is of course evidence of our need for Christ. So perhaps to this extent, rather than bind us to shame, should our situation not spur us to praise? (Rom 7:24-25)

While victory over the sinful tendency may be elusive, acting it out can at the very least be actively constrained, and ought to be stopped outright at all costs. The battles against lust don't go away, they just become winnable. Temptation will never disappear, but we can become progressively stronger and clearer in resisting it. And remember that, albeit without the internet, Jesus was tempted in every way just as we are (Heb 4:15) and he now has the understanding and the power to help us.

At the very least, teenage drug/addiction education needs to include a fulsome treatment of pornography and its effects including details we do not attempt to cover here. While proper curiosity must be affirmed, the reasons for not pursuing it on porn sites must be presented. Parents need to take an active role in explaining the difference between the sex that they enjoy and what is on porn sites, and why the enjoyment is properly private and very exclusive.

Any addiction or even flirting with pornography needs to be confronted vigorously and in open fellowship with others who know the same temptation. Accountability partners are a first line of support, and older Christian friends such as a youth pastor an important second one. It needs to be brought into the light and confronted with determination and with all the help you can get. Change is unlikely to be achieved without close support, and is in a sense a community project. Christians at least know that new life led by the Spirit in more or less permanent conflict with the old nature, so have a head start in countering porn addiction.

In regard to sexual temptation we need to be careful how we react to the apparent failings in others, and avoid double standards in that sense too. It is all too common for us barely to notice the corrosive sins of selfishness, pride, self-righteousness, greed and envy for instance, but work ourselves up into a lather of gossip and condemnation if someone's lapse is sexual. A good mirror may help!

Many of us have a time in our lives when we have great difficulty integrating head, heart and hormones. That's fairly normal, but we need to press on through it, deal with our inevitable mistakes, and go forward with greater wisdom and faithfulness in close connection with other battling disciples.

A presentation on this topic was given by Ian to a men's evening at St Alfred's church, North Blackburn, on 18 May 2013. Edited version as pdf.



2.5 Discussion questions


	Do you pray about personal sexual temptation, or do you delegate that?


	Has porn ever been a problem for you? How have you fought it? How do you avoid it?


	What other challenges have you experienced in lust control?


	In retrospect, are you able to laugh at your ridiculous sexual fantasies?


	If you have a serious porn addiction, are you prepared to face up to it with the help of others?


	When was the last time that you saw pornography? Did "it find you" or did you go looking for it?


	Do you have friends hooked on porn? How can you interact with them helpfully?


	Do you enjoy intimate non-sexual relationships which nourish your soul?









2.6 Same-sex attraction

Same-sex attraction (SSA) or 'homophile orientation' is used here to talk about sexual attraction towards a member of the same sex, in varying degrees, and without implication for activity, sense of identity or lifestyle. It is not uncommon to be SSA to some degree or on some occasions. But God's design, evident in our biology, needs to determine how sexuality is expressed physically. As with the eros love discussed in Chapter 2, there may or may not be a genital aspect to the desire.

It is important to understand that this is not a black-and-white, either/or question, but rather relating to a spectrum of inclination, an attribute, not fundamentally an identity. Sexual orientation is also distinct from gender identity, though the two are sometimes bracketed together as SOGI. But desire is not the same as gender identity or social identity.

It is fundamentally important to distinguish the orientation or strong same-sex attraction from homosexual activity and distinctive 'gay' lifestyle - though 'gay' is generally accepted as a term for SSA social identity. Same-gender attraction (SGA) is a term sometimes used.

We recognise that there is a kind of same-sex attraction that is intense and tender but not sexual, and transcends those instincts which are hormonally-driven or possessive. It is not addressed here, but is mentioned in 1.3.

The full write-up of this subject is in Appendix 3 .





Notes









1. "It is chiefly because of sex that most contemporary atheists have chosen to break with Christianity." This is the well-documented conclusion of Dinesh D'Souza in What's so great about Christianity, when analyzing the writings of high-profile atheists.



2. Orgasm is addictive in the sense that it changes the brain chemistry in the same way as the substances causing any chemical addiction.



3. In our culture today premarital sexual practice is normal, and provides an ever-increasing contrast with the restraint arising from a Christian understanding of sex. At adolescent level oral sex, especially fellatio, is common. From late teens premarital sex ranges from very casual to cohabitation, but is mostly in between. Casual sex, whether coital or oral, is clearly contrary to any notion of its role that is arguable in Christian circles. It can range from ultra-casual hooking up through to the beginnings of a relationship, but it degrades the notion of enduring and ennobling union, in effect it devalues the sexual currency. Individuals get burned emotionally, and left empty. More specifically Paul is strongly critical of the idea of being united with a prostitute, and this appears to be on the basis of its casual transience and perhaps self-indulgence, contrasted with union with Christ. (1 Cor 6:15-20) For all its physical intimacy, there is no true intimacy to be found there, in fact that is part of the attraction - sexual gratification without real relationship. The frequent biblical warnings about sexual immorality at least apply to casual sex. Sex can also be part of an intrinsically meaningless trial-and-error process leading to some sort of ongoing relationship where it is harder to relate unambiguously to biblical injunctions, and with reliable contraception it is well insulated from procreation (which in biblical times and until the 20th century it wasn't). The idea of a faithful but uncommitted long relationship with ready access to reliable contraception is unknown in the bible, and therefore not addressed specifically. Here the intention is not transience and nor is it any more self-indulgent than possible within marriage. However there are some relevant pointers, and of course it will in fact often turn out to be fairly transient. This means that after moving from one sexually active and intimate relationship to another once or twice or more, divorce after marriage is not such a big deal. Hence the widespread practice of premarital intercourse even in faithful relationships actually contributes to the divorce culture of our times. Having said that, we acknowledge that for non-Christians faithful, long-term relationships do represent the gold standard of sexual behavior pre-marriage. There is one interesting pointer in Exodus on the matter. In Ex 22:16-17 premarital sexual consummation is not condemned, but it means that marriage must follow, unless the father of the girl exercises a veto. In other words, sex belongs within marriage and if you get it out of order, then rectify the situation and get married or at least pay a hefty fine. Reliable contraception may lessen the imperative, but the pointer is still relevant. See also the section on Marriage later in the chapter. It is sometimes tempting for Christians to see the sexual union as the mere picture or symbol of the reality that is the relationship, to see "one flesh" as only a metaphor for some emotional or spiritual reality. But that is a mistaken, almost dualistic way of looking at the relationship. Human persons are body as well as mind and spirit, and the physical union is no less an essential element of the loving reality than is the emotional attachment that the couple feel. It is for good reason that in English common law couples are not considered legally married until their vows have been so consummated. Quite apart from any Christian considerations, those who have enjoyed a faithful sexual relationship before marriage - but one which has not endured - often feel that a part of themselves has gone with the other person when they go their separate ways. The question becomes: how do you escalate the experience of sex in the eventual committed long-term marriage relationship from what you enjoy prior to it? How can you turn it into something sacramental of that long-term commitment in an exciting, fulfilling way so that it differentiates the marriage from what has gone before, and also from the adulterous opportunities which will almost inevitably beckon after marriage? Unless it has been degraded by casual liaisons, coital sex is such an emotionally powerful thing that it is really only safe within marriage. This is because it suppresses rationality and the use of our critical faculties. It is blissfully irrational, whereas what is needed leading up to marriage is some strong rationality applied in the midst of enjoying relationships, and often countering the euphoria of falling in love. Within marriage, once the feasibility study is over and the commitment made, it can sometimes be helpful to transcend differences in the joy of sexual union, reinforced by the addictive aspects of orgasm. But before marriage, while we are assessing the possibilities of candidates for lifelong partnership, it is exactly what is NOT needed, and is likely to make rational choice of life partner more fraught and uncertain. Engaging in coital sex during the investigative phase prior to marriage has precisely the wrong effect - where we need to be alert to differences which may become problems in a long-term relationship, they are submerged or pushed into the background instead. Beyond steady relationships with sex, cohabitation is arguably what marriage actually means and therefore we maintain that the commitment should be formal and permanent, not a test drive with an escape clause, or simply a cop-out from the big decision. If sex is devalued, as it commonly is in society, then cohabitation is often seen as a good preliminary to marriage, as the last stage of the feasibility study, with the convenience of house share plus congenial bed share. However, because of the sexual dynamics discussed above, and the sheer relational inertia of a shared bedroom, it can be profoundly unhelpful in that feasibility study. It fudges the question of when there might be a real lifetime commitment, and delays it. Is he/she really the sort of life partner you yearn for, or near enough to it, all things considered? If so, then commit to the relationship and tie the knot. If not, bale out ASAP while you still have some youth and sex appeal, and while there are still some available singles around. It can become psychologically difficult to embark upon that level of legal and moral commitment as a joint decision, and ironically also hard for one partner to break it off in response to nagging doubts. Cohabitation is common in western society, and while it makes some sense as a transitional stage prior to the commitment of marriage, it inevitably detracts from the uniqueness of marriage as a lifelong contract of mutual support usually involving commitment to producing and raising children. The Christian model of saving cohabitation as well as other sexual consummation for marriage means that there is a good impetus if not eagerness to consider the issues together and then either get on with the whole package, or withdraw and keep looking. Maybe that is why we are designed with the yearning for intimacy and sexual pleasure that we have? The other implication of cohabitation is that when it is terminated, that raises many of the theological questions of divorce (and a few practical ones, too). See section on Marriage later in this chapter.



4. "Safe sex" is to some extent a myth. Using condoms will certainly guard against conception and some STDs fairly reliably, but other STDs such as Chlamydia - which causes infertility - are unaffected. About one quarter of sexually-active Brits under 25 yo are carrying Chlamydia and most are unaware of it.



5. At a practical level, despite precautions, conception may occur. Sleeping around does not normally result in conception because of the Pill and condoms - many people are well equipped with these. Perhaps those most likely to conceive are Christians who are (deliberately) unprepared and then lapse in their self control. Either way this possibility raises a moral question of responsibility for the offspring which are the natural product of it, especially if they are unwanted and hence aborted. From a Christian point of view the procreative aspect of sex needs to be kept clearly in mind. Some UK stats: about 200,000 abortions per year, cf 600,000 live births and only 200 adoptions. In 2007 there were 4376 abortions on girls under 16. Some 99% of all abortions are for social not medical reasons.



6. Dennis Lennon, SU bible reading notes for 16/6/06.



7. I Timothy 6:11 and SU bible reading notes for 14/7/07.



8. In the text this is married woman, using a word which often means wife, and lust has the connotation of desiring something forbidden.



9. It may be helpful to set out a progression from emotional interest with quickened pulse, through more intense excitement with Cowper's gland secretion (pre cum) in guys, to visualising physical intimacy with the person, then visualising sexual activity, and playing out a fantasy of that in our minds. The sexual physiology and personal attraction are certainly not lust, but progressing that towards sexual fantasy becomes lust. So the last two are certainly lust, the visualised intimacy maybe so, but the precursors certainly are not.  See also Joshua Harris: Sex is not the Problem (Lust is) which has some valuable wisdom, though it is more ascetic than this chapter.
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3. Establishing and developing sexual relationships




(Courtship: life's most important feasibility study)





or: A fresh look at Christian dating


	Relationships usually do not just happen, they require some commonsense and deliberate activity.

	A continuum of romantic behaviour and intimacy can be outlined in each relationship, leading eventually to commitment and marriage.

	Many evangelical churches have youth and young adult cultures which make it difficult and intimidating to negotiate this progression.

	Too much expectation may be loaded into any 1:1 initiative, and discontinuing a steady relationship is often seen as failure rather than a positive step. "Dating" is often not a useful term.

	Practical aspects of the courtship continuum or trajectory, especially communication, are discussed.



How does one establish a pattern of wholesome interaction with individuals of the opposite sex, which provides social exercise involving head, heart and hormones? That allows the growth of eros within proper limits? Chastity before or outside of marriage is almost certainly easier if one is having an active fun time socially and enjoying some emotional warmth and excitement, even though the hormones are also a part of it and normal sexual urges need curbing.




Perspective

The biblical, and hence Christian, benchmark for romantic appreciation and engagement is the Song of Songs. Beyond that the Bible doesn't talk about boyfriend-girlfriend relationships - only betrothal (engagement) and marriage itself. The 'down to earth' contents of this chapter should not be allowed to detract from the Song's spontaneity, nor its sensuous beauty and majesty. Here we aim to flesh out some contemporary wisdom in relation to the love extolled in the Song and the progression towards an enduring marriage relationship. We build on chapter 2 with a more social emphasis.

This chapter is directed at those who are mature enough to be engaging in relationships as responsible young adult individuals, and in a position to start thinking about the idea of committing to another person as a life partner in the relationship we call marriage. This chapter presumes both that marriage is the goal and is foreseeable in a few years, through perhaps several relationships. It aims also to take into account those who, from outside the frame of reference of chapter 2, may come to marriage via faithful premarital sexual relationship or even cohabitation.

However, most in their teens and some in their early twenties, will still be more comfortable in a peer group which routinely hangs out together, where any ongoing one-to-one boyfriend-girlfriend relationship is a matter of social convenience and enjoyment without any long-term agenda. These single or multiple friendships with the opposite sex are a wonderful opportunity for personal growth and maturity, and incidentally can make individuals more relaxed about future periods of singleness.

But returning to the more serious agenda, it is a good idea to realise that most young people have three or four significant relationships before they find their life partner. In fact, arguably, one should enter any romantic relationship with the expectation that it will run its course in one or two years, and with the maturity acquired you will both then be open to more prospective opportunities. Of course, in the delightful event that you find yourselves steadily converging socially and emotionally after any hormonal high has abated, then the presupposition of transience can happily be discarded as you move to engagement.

The sexual urge is supremely irrational, so it needs to be balanced with a good deliberate dose of rational thinking and appraisal, aided by reliable friends. Falling in love is often (and rightly) referred to as temporary insanity! But certainly things start with some sort of attraction, usually with a sexual element. The relationship can then progress with increasing mutual knowledge and understanding until there is a real connection, at which stage it should become a kind of mutual feasibility study, as discussed in Section 3.2 below.1 Calling it a feasibility study is not meant to sideline the euphoric romantic aspects, but to assert strongly that they are not enough!

Secure and contented singleness is a much better basis for initiating a compatible friendship leading to a romantic relationship than is a lonely and hormonally-driven sense of need. And along with that, single-handed abatement of hormonal highs is a sensible and effective means of self-control for most guys and some girls. For some, being single-minded is adequate, for many it is more practical also to be single-handed. Allow time and social space to develop some confident independence, while all the time growing normal close friendships. Of course, long-term singleness is another matter, and needs to be a calling, with marriage the norm where possible.

Marriage is arguably the most important decision a Christian person will make, it therefore needs careful, unhurried and critical consideration based on evolving familiarity. This chapter is designed to aid that process. It needs to be said that if the chief driver towards marriage is to satisfy one's emotional or sexual needs, it is likely to end in grief (though incidentally needs will be met in any marriage). If the driver is genital more than rational, beware and cool it!2 The maturity of contented singleness is a better starting point for being able to give oneself to another.

Regarding lifestyle, there is a lot of wisdom in the often-repeated advice that if you want to head for a good marriage, don't live on your own. Of course, there is much to be said for learning to live with others anyway, in growing tolerance, avoiding self-centredness and becoming too set in one's ways.

Apart from ongoing faithful relationships with long-term potential, on the trajectory towards marriage, there is of course scope for more recreational encounters and social friendships where you simply hang out to enjoy one another as people. The sexual buzz is there, but for any number of reasons the long-term prospect of anything more than friendship is not for the time being. Such reasons may be just 'chemistry', one not being a Christian, or simply that intention to marry is some years off. So, enjoy, but make sure that both sides appreciate and agree that the relationship is just social and not part of a feasibility study. Such a situation should not be tightly exclusive of others' expressed interest in initiating a more serious relationship.






3.1 A courtship continuum - more than just waiting-dating-mating

Obviously the starting point is actually to mix with congenial singles. Christians have a great advantage in being church, which by definition meets more or less weekly as well as in subgroups and where members have a broadly similar set of values. But this advantage can be wiped out by any unhelpful subculture which may prevail. That concern provided the impetus for this chapter.




Socialise!

It's essential to get to know members of the opposite sex in a relaxed social context before there is any thought of deliberate courtship. While many guys can mentally and emotionally leap from initial visual acquaintance to a date (or more), most women - especially in a Christian context - will want to take a little time to get to know and consider the prospects.

There is no particular point in pairing off long before you are ready for marriage, as long as you are active socially with members of the opposite sex, learning how they think and react, and becoming at ease with them. Of course many people gain this by growing up with siblings, others need to catch up a few social skills outside the family.





Progression

There is obviously a full range of relational possibilities between first acquaintance and marriage. One can see these as a gently progressive and exploratory continuum of social interaction and deliberate choices, with acquaintance leading to faithfulness and finally commitment through increasing attachment. It is an evolving friendship at its most basic level, but with a sexual buzz as it progresses. Real exclusiveness is deferred until a stage before an engagement is announced. What we might call the courtship continuum progression runs something like:


	deliberate interaction in a group and casual social context, establishing friendships, perhaps flirting, and certainly anticipating having a lot of fun in that group context (incidentally, some arm's length discussion of relationships and how they are pursued and how they might develop).

	making or accepting/declining individual invitations for coffee, dinner or shows, etc with someone you fancy, without this being too much of a big deal, to

	focusing attention on one person with repeat invites and hanging out together, which is starting to feel serious (probably much more so for the girl) and becoming regular 1:1 contact with a sense of ongoing relationship, taking greater emotional risk with the person and starting to understand their expectations, to

	very clear social recognition of a serious relationship (being "an item" together, taking a joint "selfie"), increasing intimacy in sharing reflections on life experiences, faithfulness which aims to match the other's expectations, and while open-minded to considering other possibilities, extraneous invitations are withheld/declined, to

	serious and deliberate consideration of making this a permanent match, in which case it becomes

	engagement (provisional and public commitment to one another) leading towards

	the permanent covenant commitment of marriage.



We have not numbered the seven dot points above because apart from the last two, they are not really discrete stages, each flows into the next, or doesn't, in which case each party backtracks to around the second or third level and pursues other possibilities. However, it will be evident that the second and third points are very much viewed from a male perspective and the female party may feel much more involved than the guy at that stage.

Note that there are two significant markers in the progression: when a friendship becomes an exclusive relationship socially, and when it becomes engagement - a provisional commitment. In each case, a decision by one or both not to proceed involves a public acknowledgment of that. There may be hurt feelings involved, but they will certainly be less than proceeding without mutual conviction. And backing off from what is not more than an exploratory relationship should never be seen as failure, nor stigmatized. Backing off from an engagement is more serious, but better than proceeding without clear conviction.

Those two reference points are widely recognized in Christian (and other) circles, but the first is sometimes given undue prominence so that it represents a very significant step change rather than part of a continuum or smooth trajectory. Over-rating its significance means it becomes daunting in distant prospect, in immediate transition and in backing off or splitting up. It can create a fear about the prospect of perhaps not continuing a particular relationship, where the subculture causes this to be seen as a failure rather than a sensible part of the flux in the early stages of getting to know members of the opposite sex whom you fancy as attractive and prospective.





Incremental, not leaps

Some church contexts are socially deficient in the first few stages of the progression outlined. Unless they are effectively subsumed in the way the peer group functions, there can be a significant psychological hurdle to get into the system. It goes from almost nothing to something which can be akin to engagement in one leap. That may be fine in individual cases, but as an established culture it is awful.

A better situation is where nobody should ever feel deterred from suggesting or venturing the next step in a long, relaxed continuum. The smaller the steps the easier they are to take and the less is at stake in each. Whatever the outcome of each step, the consequences should be small enough emotionally to cope with. Nothing should be rushed! But if the church culture is such that the very few steps are large and rather public, the stakes are higher and there can be a real sense of risking too much. Stress replaces joy. And the smaller the steps, the less hurt and drama in backing off or splitting up.





Perceptions

In reality few relationships will proceed smoothly from one end to the other of that trajectory - each will be a bit different and unpredictable, and stages will sometimes get telescoped. But the concept is perhaps useful in understanding and thinking about the progression. Girls especially tend to perceive relationships as being either on or off, with a much clearer distinction than guys, and may thus be singular in their romantic affection at a stage when the guy is not. In particular, a girl is likely to perceive any relationship as exclusive from the time a desirable guy starts to show any real interest in her, which skips at least two stages above! But even these tentative generalisations depend on experience - a person's first romantic relationships tend to be more awkward, fraught and anxious than later ones.

So, the neat concept of the continuum as set out here is arguably more a male construct and guys do need to keep that in mind and not assume that the ladies in and around their lives see things in quite the same way as they do! The continuum is simply an empirical model - in practice relationships do often develop in all sorts of ways and kinds of steps. If you speed through the early stages of a relationship, that's great! The problem comes when a big step is set as a social and subcultural expectation. The point is that aiming for something like this progression is more useful and less daunting than where big and well-defined steps are set forth as the norm.

Furthermore, whatever the good sense in the model outlined, it runs up against practicalities of particular social situations. For instance, in a church context where the girls tend to talk with one another in a cliquish way, asking one out (in preference to the others) can be seen as more significant than it really is. And if a guy is seen to ask different ones out on different occasions (such as in some "dating" cultures) he may be cast as someone who is just playing around. While this may be silly and illogical, it can be real in the emotional atmosphere of a closed church subculture and needs to be minimised by encouraging change of relationships at the pre-engagement stages to be seen as normal and not a big deal. The obvious corollary of all this is to socialise lots but hold back from exclusive relationships until marriage is a practical option within a year or two.





Lighten up!

The early stages of the progression, while certainly full of serious possibilities, are best seen as somewhat playful rather than being too emotionally intense. Start with simple but real friendships. Some objectivity is important, along with plenty of common sense concerning how people relate and a realistic concept of the sort of person who will make a sensible match, though at the same time hanging loose on the criteria in that regard. It is a time to build relationship skills and maturity through experience. It is a time to learn about different kinds of people close-up in a different way than in teenage groups, and simply to have fun.





Getting started

This is not the place to explore details, but there are a lot of obvious ways to be open to initiation of relationships. Each person needs to have some realistic appraisal of their own strengths and weaknesses, and how those appear in relation to the values of the wider group. Personal appearance and dress is an important part of this - make sure they express how you want to be perceived and never assume that anyone will be interested in peering beyond a slovenly exterior3 nor impressed by a fussily tarted-up one.

Be active and open, and be seen to lead a balanced life. Find opportunity to hang out with the sort of people you like and admire. Establish mutual acquaintance and good rapport in the public space and context. Maybe use social media to build a relationship with someone you are interested in (once they have become a 'friend' - not a high hurdle!), by commenting on their posts and engaging in light-hearted banter occasionally. Facebook repartee can be a good way of tuning in to someone you fancy, or alternatively establishing that there is not much scope for that.

In general the guy needs to take initiative and not be put off by uncertainty, let alone be paralysed by fear of rejection or any sense of possible failure. But obviously if you ask someone out when they hardly know you, you are likely to be turned down! Similarly if you come across as too intense.





Presupposions are unhelpful

Looked at from the opposite perspective, guys can be too fussy at early stages of the progression and not give themselves a chance to get to know and warm to a girl, instead simply judging her at a distance and dismissing the prospects if she doesn't appear to match some superficial criterion. While there will obviously need to be some threshold criteria, definitely don't try and tick too many boxes before allowing first-hand experience of a person you fancy based on time spent with them to modify first impressions! A person's real virtues are often hidden at early acquaintance.

Guys need to be flexible in their outlook and not be put off by girls who don't seem to have time for them. Strong, competent young women are not going to become like submissive kittens just to fit in with some Christian subcultural notion of what dating or marriage should be, and hence they cannot be expected to make themselves attractive on those criteria. Nor will they want to be seen as too eager!

We acknowledge the challenge of finding eligible Christians who are not so set in their ways - especially vocationally - that they will spurn romantic possibilities and opportunities.

How much initiative should the girl take? - or may she take? There is scope for plenty, but perhaps subtly! Certainly anything in the public arena such as mentioned above in establishing acquaintance and rapport should be fine, since at that level one is simply talking about simple friendships. While asking a guy out on a date would be unusual, inviting him to any kind of hospitality with a couple (or more) of others on your initiative would generally be fine, as would inviting a guy along to a movie or show when you are with two or three others. Also of course there is plenty of possibility for phone, texting etc, though in restrained fashion!





Flirting

Part of the interaction between the sexes is often flirting, and this can be a valuable way to assess interest before inviting out, or even to gently advertise an alternative to someone who is at the pre-engagement stage of another relationship. It is also good fun if one party is not leading the other on, and if it is in a wider context than a closed social circle such as the workplace, assuming those involved are more or less on the same wavelength. The sexual innuendo and overtones need to be restrained and under control of course, but flirting as part of the social flux of a church can lighten up the serious aspects of finding a compatible life partner, especially in the early stages. (If flirting becomes emotionally intense it is no longer flirting!)





Cruising, relaxed

The middle stages of the courtship continuum, with different degrees of going steady - exclusive or not - may be prolonged and involve a range of friends, partners and matches. This is where most people will appropriately roll along for a while - perhaps many years - if marriage isn't a foreseeable option - a change of life and a singular commitment that they feel ready for. Marriage requires some maturity, and readiness to reorder priorities so as to make that change. Many people rightly want to gain a variety of life experiences such as travel and living away from the parental home before contemplating settling down. Hence any close exclusive attachments may be deferred, making this socially fluid stage a holding pattern to be enjoyed for some years rather than one to move through fast in order to get serious - cruising rather than converging in the relationship. However, guys need to understand that their female partners tend to have rather more emotional investment in any relationship than them, so not be too cavalier. Also they will be much more impressed by romantic gestures than by simply relying on the wisdom of any progressively rational process such as we have sketched!





Outsourced help

A number of people from their mid 20s use Christian dating agencies, or internet dating and speed dating to expand their social possibilities and in the hope of meeting someone with compatible interests with whom to pursue a relationship4. Opinions vary as to the virtue and real usefulness of these mechanisms. They can encourage a superficial approach, but often they can be very valuable, especially from a limited social circle in a smaller church. They are also a way to get around the problematic aspects of romantically connecting if a person is in a larger church which is socially dysfunctional in some respect. There is no good reason not to use the internet to connect with people, but because it takes us outside a known social circle with its built-in feedback possibilities, considerable care and even caution is required. Certainly, first impressions of anyone, whether on the internet or at a party, barbeque or prayer meeting are unreliable and can be misleading, so the real task is unhurried follow-up.

Whatever the means employed, the whole process and the friendships involved should be fun! Of course for most of us there will be a bit of frustration and heartache along the way, but overall we are experiencing God's guidance through our hormonally-enriched socialising, involving efforts to find a life partner, which has to be exciting! If it isn't we need to ask whether we have a wholesome approach to our sexuality or whether we are simply pitching our ambitions way beyond our social skills.





3.1 Discussion questions


	How would you describe the dating culture of your church or fellowship?


	To what extent does it allow and encourage you to get to know and explore the possibility of relationships with a range of people? Is there freedom to enjoy simple real friendships with members of the opposite sex?


	Would you say that you are at a stage of simply enjoying relationships while gaining wisdom and experience, or are you consciously on the lookout for a possible life partner?


	Are there social opportunities that you should do more to exploit simply to meet people?


	What do or would you seek in a romantic relationship?


	If, after some months, you decide (mutually or unilaterally) to break it off, will you see that as success or as failure? Why?


	Are there aspects of the courtship continuum model we have sketched which you would like to experience but which seem unrealistic? Which, and why?


	How can you modify your words and behaviour to make your interaction with romantic prospects less likely to be misinterpreted?


	"Many of the guys around church are almost sub-human in their approach to sexuality." Could that be said of your situation?


	In your church or fellowship subculture, can you flirt enjoyably without being misinterpreted?


	How can you contribute to lightening-up the early stages of romantic relationships in your fellowship?









3.2 Focusing the feasibility




What is involved in being 'an item'?

If a relationship is not simply in cruise mode, with marriage prospects beyond the horizon, then the stage immediately before engagement is certainly exclusive since there is a serious mutual feasibility study going on, usually both propelled and complicated by the heartthrob aspects of being in love! While of course the relationship will be driven by the positives that each sees in the other, it is also vital to check all possible negatives. As far as possible, eliminate the likelihood of surprises a year or two down the track. Check the family most of all, since those potential in-laws would become your family!

At this stage the main things are:


	to know and be agreed on where you are as progressive choices are made,

	for faithfulness in matching each other's expectations short of commitment,

	to be where you both want to be (as far as possible!),

	for others to know where you are,

	to proceed with the feasibility study - without any rush, but not to isolate you forever at this stage (if you are getting green lights then get on with it, if not, back off and don't squander your 20s in something that's going nowhere),

	recognise that the feasibility study is just that and not a conveyor belt or escalator - it can provide one answer or the other, and should be considered a success either way,

	to confirm your desire to be life partners when you are both ready to make that further increment to commitment, which means you can announce an engagement,

	to be able to move back a step in the commitment spectrum if you both want to (preferably without "breaking it off" in any traumatic way) and to communicate this to others as you look around for other possibilities,

	Whichever, hopefully to remain friends long-term.







Disconnecting or not

It is important to note that if at this stage (or in engagement) serious misgivings emerge in one or both partners so that a decision is made to back off and go separate ways romantically, that is a positive outcome, not a failure. It doesn't necessarily mean the end of a friendship. If you are inclined to see breaking off a relationship as failure, please read section 1.7 of this book. Look beyond the hurt to new opportunities. Being propelled by peer group expectations into a marriage which goes very stale after a few years would be a tragedy, especially if the points of discomfort were evident at the pre-engagement stage5. Take time to get it right, though this goes against the natural instincts of impatience to enjoy sexual union - for the Christian, of course, meaning when married!

Having said that, moving from an exclusive relationship to being just friends is not easy to accomplish without wounded pride and bruised self esteem. But backtracking as such is not any reflection on a person's ultimate suitability as a partner for someone, nor their ability in any dimension of marital relationship. It does however require some humility to do graciously, especially since there will have been some sharing of personal stuff and hence the separation creates a sense of vulnerability. Each party should honour the other in keeping confidences and not retaliating, even if emotions are running high. Faithfulness of a different kind, with grace and humility is essential.

The difference between going steady and engagement is that both parties need to be open to other possibilities as you explore whether the relationship has the potential for marriage commitment. A comfortable relationship has the makings of a good long-term friendship but not necessarily of a good marriage - one looks also for intellectual and emotional stimulus in both directions, some sense of mutual excitement and energizing, not to mention some genital anticipation. The object of the exercise at this stage is to make sure you have got your choice right, not simply or necessarily to consolidate the existing tentative commitment. Faithfulness here means honest communication as much as anything. Engagement signals closing off other options and committing to one - you have decided to proceed to marriage.

One of the factors which may help lead to a breaking off at any stage of the proceedings is obviously that one partner becomes more interested in an alternative possibility. That situation needs to be handled very carefully and sensitively, because three people's feelings and futures are involved, and communications become more difficult than ever. But the point of the whole pre-marital exercise is in fact to explore options and come to clear decisions, and a full measure of rationality is needed to counterbalance both fickle affections and inevitably hurt feelings.

It is quite appropriate at this stage for a guy to say to an attached girl whom he has been getting to know as well as possible from the outside of that relationship: "Hey, if you were not attached I would really love to be taking you out!" This of course might be graciously and sensitively rebuffed with good humour, having been slightly flattered, or it might be just the kind of prompt they need to face up to and deal with some niggling doubts. Other options are then clear, to be put aside or perhaps even followed up. The outcome might be a break-up and realignment of relationships, or it may lead to a consolidation of the existing relationship. But some careful signal is entirely proper at this stage if sensitively done rather than simply being pushy and thus predatory behaviour in 'hitting on' someone who is spoken for. However, there is nothing sacred about a romantic relationship pre-marriage! In any case the female concerned needs to be treated as a mature individual, not a chattel. For all parties concerned, the goal is increasing clarity about potential commitment, achieved without offense.





Be realistic!

Everybody needs to start out on their romantic relationships with the expectation that unless marrying young they will go through several such relationships before they find themselves ready to proceed to marriage with someone they have discovered will be a suitable life partner. This means that they need to expect several partings of the ways from individuals whom they probably remain fond of but don't see the wisdom of committing the rest of their life to. Those partings, or more crudely break-ups, are a sign of the success of the overall venture, for both parties. In no sense do they normally represent failure. (Of course, some hit the jackpot earlier, others never seem to.) However, having this fact of life in mind is no reason to be at all tentative, or to approach each relationship as if it doesn't have strong possibilities to turn into a life partnership. Note that it is inappropriate to talk of "failed relationships" - better past or discontinued relationships.

If you don't both do that feasibility study well, then after a few years you risk finding yourself married to a partner whom you are bored with, while you keep noticing more plausible life partners in your social circle. Overdoing the physical intimacy prior to marriage will distort rational judgment. See also section 3.8 below.





Feasibility study must be real

Again we say: getting it right for the long-term is of prime importance, commitment is quite secondary at this stage. Faithfulness to the other person is not the same as commitment - it means that open communication has priority over closing off options. Being so preoccupied with avoiding hurt feelings, or being afraid of the prospect of reverting to single status, so that a relationship stumbles on into an inappropriate marriage is a recipe for much greater hurt later. The feasibility study is not simply a conveyor belt to marital bliss.

Disappointments in relationships are inevitable, but poor communication will make them worse, and hurt more. If one party comes to the conclusion that a relationship is not going anywhere long-term, that needs to be said - don't lead the other party on in false hopes, or let them assume that your silence means that you fully concur with them. That would be unfaithful. Wasting one's life and emotions on an arid romance is futile.

So there is an increasing sense of faithfulness to the other party and respect for the special interaction in the developing relationship, but commitment is really something for the last lap. The growth correlates with increasing difficulty of breaking off and going your separate ways.

A helpful confirmation of the feasibility study outcome may be that you love one another not only for what you see in each other, but for who you each are when together.





Engagement

At the engagement stage you have moved on from where there is clear scope for considering other possibilities, it comes down to simply confirming the commitment of each to marriage and arranging that, preferably without undue delay. It is the final check and appraisal stage after the feasibility study and given that engagement signals the commitment, it is best not to delay the consummation unduly. In a Christian context this means that elaborate wedding arrangements which delay the marriage are likely to have a substantial cost in postponing the life together that is eagerly and properly anticipated. Apart from considerations of geography - needing to be able to live together once married - there is no good reason for a long engagement. A couple of months is normally all it need take to organise a party and service! To magnify the wedding at the expense of early consummation of marriage is to adopt worldly priorities.

While in the sense of God's sovereign love one may be able to say that God leads each of us to a single unique life partner, in practical terms, on the ground so to speak, each of us is capable of a wonderful and successful marriage with many potential partners, so don't get too anxious! In many respects the partners in marriage shape each other as they grow together, so the customizing largely comes after the consummation.





3.2 Discussion questions


	Is it too clinical to describe the later stages of a steady relationship (before engagement) as a feasibility study?


	While enjoying the positives, what are the main areas of due diligence to check out and think hard about?


	How much do you enjoy each other's circle of friends? Of family?


	Do you have a sense of moving forward in the process, or have you stalled with indecision? If stalled, is this due to specific doubts you can investigate, or simply that you are not really keen to commit your life to this person?


	How are you using your friends to clarify your guidance? Do you seek their more objective views and wisdom, or do you allow them to set an expectation that you have failed if you don't proceed to engagement?


	We said "Faithfulness to the other person is not the same as commitment"


	do you agree?


	If one of you came to the conclusion that your relationship is not going anywhere long-term, would you have the courage to quit it? Would you then view that parting of the ways as success, or as failure?









3.3 Building relationships, communication

Many male-female friendships are simply and properly platonic, without romantic or sexual overtones, and it is important for these to be able to flourish without the church community reading more into them than is appropriate, and thereby making them awkward. They are an important aspect of life alongside the romantic relationships.




Social barriers

Some church contexts have younger single people being 'spiritual' and social on a group level, but with guys never venturing into fun and relaxed one-to-one relationships or even evenings out unless they have summoned up courage to embark directly upon a steady and exclusive 'dating' relationship. The notion that simply asking someone out implies the considered intention to make it an exclusive relationship has been imported too easily into the church social context, thereby setting up an intimidating step change.

The church position is, understandably, a reaction to the secular norm of taking someone out for dinner and expecting to get laid that evening or at least the next occasion, where sleeping together is a normal "getting to know you" activity. But a Christian overreaction - of avoiding such one-to-one dinner/movie/theatre dates - is inimical to the whole idea of a relationship being both fun and a serious ongoing feasibility study. Many churches have not properly promoted an alternative model for chaste interaction. We would urge hesitant and unattached guys to stir themselves to organise at least an occasional one-to-one date - perhaps with different young women, and to be accountable for achieving that, for the social and hormonal exercise**. It is all a part of learning to relate to those of the opposite sex within limits and without particular romantic attachment,** let alone sexual expression in any very physical sense.





Communication

Moving on from this, the essence of a growing romantic relationship is communication. It is important to acknowledge that the way we function or respond emotionally to signals is often different as male and female and we can thus easily fail to communicate adequately. Girls - rightly - often look for guys to take the initiative or even be assertive in an evolving relationship, to plan how time together is spent, and so on. They want to know where they stand, but because they are often left guessing, there is a risk of a girl reading more into an invitation or other initiative than the guy intends or is aware of. For their part girls can easily be so cool about a relationship that they inadvertently convey lack of interest.

Beyond the need for a guy to be a man and be prepared to take the initiative in a servant sense, these misunderstandings are primarily a shortcoming in communication rather than in action. It does not presume that the girl is merely passive or "submissive" in the way sometimes promoted - it allows for girls to be very outgoing and quietly take some initiative alongside their partners. As one young professional woman said to us: "The male role is one of the greatest bugbears that we have as girls. Although we don't always help ourselves, we long not only to know what goes on in the heads of guys in our peer group, but also for them to actually take a bit of initiative in the relationship equation and stop (apparently) messing us around! Whatever happened to gallantry?!" This is fair comment, but girls need to give guys space to lead, and to be patient if their competence in expressing feelings is less than that of girls.

Having said that, in this context guys should not too readily see a negative response as the end of the matter. Often it will simply mean that a girl feels the need to get to know a guy a bit more at arm's length first, or is a bit coy or diffident and is looking for strong male persistence as sign of real interest, rather than just floating a tentative suggestion. Conversely of course guys must not persist so strongly or blindly that they become pests! Distinguishing a firm negative from one which implies "please ask me again" is sometimes tricky.

Clear and explicit communication about the relationship needs to start well before any exclusive stage, and usually needs to lay out some boundaries of expectation and behaviour. Some of these limits may be how far a relationship can go physically and where the physical intimacy has to stop, or how much time is spent together 1:1 and where. Failure to do this can easily lead to compromising what you both know to be right in the relationship, with the excitement of mutual attraction taking you past your personal beliefs and boundaries. Both parties need a willingness to be responsible and to behave accordingly. Although precisely where these boundaries belong will vary between couples and require discernment, discussion and prayer, as a general practical rule they should be placed well short of any direct genital activity. See also section 3.8.

Communication needs to be authentic and honest - any kind of deception is inappropriate and will destroy trust, though of course sharing is progressive. The reason it needs to be progressive, and the reason for not giving in to impatience in opening up to one another, is simply to allow time for each to reflect on the unfolding understanding of the other. Being open doesn't mean it is necessary or appropriate to bring up every sordid detail of one's past (or present), the purpose is communication not confession! If the relationship proceeds towards marriage, much more can be exposed later when it may be more appropriate. In the last stage on the threshold of engagement there is a necessary place for a large measure of confession (but not raking over details). This is where due diligence and full disclosure are necessary as a basis of trust.





Exploring common interests

This is both a major way to build the relationship while assessing its potential, and also a means of keeping the focus of interest off the genital possibilities. Enjoying each other's company, having fun in activities of common interest and seeing one another in a variety of real-life situations of family, church, recreation and work will make both compatibilities and points of irritation clearer. The goal should be for all this to build up to where each is completely comfortable being themselves in the other's company. Just being with the other person gives an eirenic sense of comfort, trust and joy. This properly takes time and patience so should not be rushed.

We have been asked what are the things that a couple needs to check out in each other to progress the feasibility study without seeing it as an inexorable conveyor belt? Without being definitive or exhaustive we suggest that some compatibility in many of the following might be indicative of a relationship with potential.

Agreeable or similar sense of humour?

Similar intellectual level?

Compatible close friends? Families?

Compatible wider friendship circle?

Recreation interests and energy?

Emotional disposition - patience, temper, etc.?

Competitiveness?

Spending patterns and priorities, use of credit card?

How organized are they?

Music tastes?

Style of doing church/ worship?

If living independently: kitchen cleanliness and household mess?

Enjoying a few relationships where you are discordant in some of these respects will help you work out which are most important for long-term harmony, and also maybe they will increase your tolerance!





Tuning in

It is very helpful to discover each other's "love languages" - those things that in a romantic context give most pleasure to the other partner: words of affirmation, quality time together, gifts, acts of service and physical touch.6 Learning and applying these is a wonderful exercise in learning to serve the needs and desires of your partner.

Guys, allow yourselves to be driven equally by sexual attraction and other considerations in your approach to girls, because that's the way you have been designed and it's precisely what your so-called sex drive is for. There is nothing spiritual about being a sexless wet fish. Also, what does it implicitly say to a girl if it isn't obvious that you are sexually turned on by her? So, while keeping things well under control, don't hide your hormonal ardour!

And to reiterate: it is important to see the funny side of sexual interaction - certainly to take it seriously, but without being too serious about it.

Young women need to appreciate that most males need hobbies or other intense intellectual or physical outlets. Girls often don't seem to need them at the same level of depth and intensity, beyond their own close friendship circle. Related to this, the male expression of close friendships involving shared interests with other guys is all too often not understood by girls, some of whom see such social intimacy as only appropriate within marriage and may foolishly resent it in their partner outside of the romantic relationship headed for marriage. See also comment in 1.1.

At the outset of any relationship it is important to discuss the fact that any such relationships should be a triangle: God, you, me. Relationships like these should be seen as an opportunity to deepen each person's own relationship with God, but together. It is a special opportunity to spend time encouraging one another in getting to know God together, and letting the conduct of the relationship arise from that. If the romantic relationship is not furthering each others relationship with God, one needs to question where it is rooted - as simply a relationship between you and the other person, or a triangular relationship - one where you go forward together as disciples into the future that God opens up for you.





Vital social context

Group socialising either singly or as a couple is great, and one learns some things about people there that can easily be overlooked in the one-to-one situation, so it must be complementary to that. And groups are often where people together most readily generate a sense of fun! In particular dancing is an opportunity to mix more closely than usual with a range of the opposite sex, and to be proactive in making sure the other person enjoys themselves rather than just thinking of maximising the buzz for oneself.

If one goes with the idea of a gentle progression through to a steady well-developed relationship - the courtship continuum we have described (even if in practice it has some distinct steps), then there needs to be social acceptance of all stages of this, which involves communication with friends, and engagement in fellowship.

Be aware of the time you spend simply enjoying the company of a GF/BF, and be aware of the opportunity cost of this for other peer relationships and activities. That is not to say that it should be minimised, but nor should it be simply a lazy indulgence which is socially isolating and ministry-limiting. Look for opportunity to share some tasks. Time spent together should ideally lead to a marriage partnership which is both strengthening and enabling socially and for ministry, which reflects the character of our relationship with God (Eph 5:21 ff) and which is a basis for wider social and ministry engagement as well as hospitality. There is much scope for anticipating that marital partnership in joint as well as single social relationships which range beyond the immediate romantic preoccupation. Obviously at one social level a faithful romantic relationship is exclusive, but at other levels it should not be.

As well as being able to hoist some kind of flag which says "exclusive - feasibility study under way", we also need to be able to signal the removal of that flag. Two young people can test out the possibility of a lifelong exclusive relationship without making a song and dance about it. If they decide not to elevate that exclusive stage into something socially akin to engagement, there needs to be some clear way to change back to singleness without emotional and social trauma. This may be by increasing the group socializing and pointedly not behaving as 'an item' there, so that other possible relationships are explored and people can see that the exclusiveness is being disowned. Moving out of a steady relationship should not be as dramatic as breaking off an engagement, though both are preferable to proceeding inexorably with a relationship when there are clear reasons to believe that the other person is not the most appropriate life partner.





3.3 Discussion questions


	Do any clearly platonic relationships that you have provide a helpful context for discussing your romantic relationships?


	How would you describe the difference between your one-to-one times together dating and those of friends who have different views of sexual relationships?


	What are the main challenges you face in communication with your partner?


	Guys: could that be your girlfriend speaking (nearly halfway through this section)?


	Girls: do you encourage your guy to lead and even be gallant? If you are up to a fairly exclusive stage of the relationship, have you both been clear re your expectations with one another?


	What are your partner's "love languages"?


	Do you insist that your partner significantly cuts back on the intensity of other friendships to devote to you? Is that necessary or wise in your situation?


	How do you see and experience communication steadily building trust in your relationship?


	Are you using the balance of group socialising and one-to-one time effectively? Do you need to change the balance?


	What hiccups have you experienced in your relationship due to unclear communication with friends and others around you both?









3.4 Problems and pitfalls in relationship building




Time priorities

The first obvious problem, much more pronounced as people hit their 30s, is where people manage their lives in a way which sets them up for indefinite singleness. Diaries are full, social occasions are simply superficial, work obtrudes. But there simply must be priority given for meaningful romantic contact - dates, in common parlance - unless that busy single lifestyle is a deliberate long-term objective. And the criteria for engging in that one to one social interaction must not be set too high or too narrowly. The whole idea that a person might have a detailed idea of their perfect life partner before being well along in a particular relationship - with its evolving process of mutual understanding and gaining wisdom - is stupid. More fundamentally the notion of the perfect match discerned by mentally ticking boxes at the outset of a relationship is ridiculous in several ways (see also 3.9).

Crowding out relationship opportunities can occur in several ways. Sometimes girls may feel that their main romantic opportunities have passed so they may not retain a clear sense of priority to allow for meaningful occasions to interact with the opposite sex - creating potential for romantic connection. Then by age 40 or so spinsterhood has arrived. Some would say it effectively arrives much earlier, with a watershed about 30 for many girls who are not socially active enough to be known and noticed. Meanwhile on the male front there are likely to be a few disappointed guys left along the way, wondering how to break into the female circles of mutual support, or simply without enough incentive or encouragement to man-up and take the social initiative. It can be very hard to do so, but it is even harder for a girl to take that initiative.

Though plenty of guys have their romantic streak, girls are the ones likely to develop the romantic illusion of wanting to be swept off their feet by some new guy and moving straight to an exclusive relationship. This can make the ordinary flux of social interaction seem less attractive, but waiting for such a proactive male to appear wastes time and opportunity. One might also observe that it is not a common feature of church romances.





Look at me!

Then there is the situation where one person is keen to develop an existing relationship but the other party is apparently oblivious to this. Sometimes this may be when the two are going out together regularly, in which case some clear and frank communication is called for to resolve the impasse. But occasionally where there is no active relationship the other party may even be unaware of the interest, while the person who is keen (usually the girl) simply reserves themselves and avoids or refuses other approaches while living in hope that the desired one will notice them and initiate action.7 In this case some sounding out via mutual friends is needed to ascertain whether real potential exists or not, and if so, to give the anxious party enough confidence to set in train communication which will get things moving and if not, to free up the eager/hopeful one for other possibilities.

From anecdotal evidence we think that quite a lot of Christian talent may be sterilised for months or even years in this way, sometimes due to unrealistic hopes, but always ultimately lack of communication either directly or indirectly or failure to rely on mutual friends. In most cases the main blame can be laid at the feet of the male who needs both to take initiative in invitations and clarifying his views, and also ensure that he doesn't inadvertently string girls along in hope when clear communication from him would enable them either to get on with developing the relationship or be free to look elsewhere.

Our cultural context throws into sharp focus the need to be ready to take risks in relationships, otherwise there is little scope for progress, and the sort of stalemate we have described is the result. The risks are not great at this level. The guy needs to risk being rebuffed due not only to how attractive he might be to the young lady, but also due to fears about his motives. The girl needs to risk an evening less exciting than hoped for, and later she may have to articulate and insist upon some firm boundaries. But stated thus, the risks are fairly ordinary and of the same order as in any relationships. No risk means no progress.





Undue eagerness

Another common situation is undue eagerness to embark upon relationships. This can be simply due to peer pressure and the desire not to be left out of the social scene. It is sometimes good to be content with being unattached for a while, not anxious about missing out on opportunities but relaxed in trusting God's provision of a soulmate and life partner in due course. In the early days of a relationship a few cold showers may help limit any excessive romantic ardour to avoid frightening away the quarry in some situations!





No man's land

The dysfunctional situation that we see too often is that many younger singles are frustratingly caught between those in exclusive 'going steady' dating arrangements, where no-one would butt in with a dinner, concert or movie invite, and those who seem to have a stand-off disinterest in any emotionally engaging encounters. So any expressed interest by a guy is seen as "serious" and virtually a proposal to "go steady", or it is simply out of order. Either way the possibility of rejection is a serious fear and disincentive - much more so than should be the case. Even the most attractive young women meanwhile yearn for some masculine interest of any sort from guys who are seen to have some potential. Any sense of social fun is squeezed out by these heavy and anxious overtones. To us it appears quite bizarre, almost as though the engagement milepost has shifted forwards, to the very start of the relationship!

This sort of situation gives rise to a lot of frustration among the younger single guys, and a feeling that the church maybe encourages a sort of spiritual misogyny, discouraging all romantic contact with girls short of exclusive commitment. Others have spoken of a church culture which effectively emasculates eager young guys. And as we have seen, the girls in those situations wonder where they can find a red-blooded male who will take some real interest in them.





Baling out

The implication sometimes drawn by people we know is that if you cannot be spiritually detached like this you might as well give up on Christian values and go and find someone congenial for sexual solace. It has probably always been true that Christian girls perceive a deficiency of red-blooded males in the church context, but the situation described is an unfortunately powerful incentive for 'alpha males' to socialise elsewhere, leaving the church balance tilted to less forthright types. Then the equivalent young women put up the shutters, as described above at the start of this section. To the extent that this male deficiency in fact occurs (rather than merely be alleged) it is disastrous for all concerned, both young men and women, because it means the males drift out of fellowship and find reduced constraints, while a lot of hapless females are abandoned in an already socially unbalanced church pool.





More rules

This broad picture is related to the school of thought that says one should not "date" or spend time socially with members of the opposite sex unless one is seriously and currently intent on finding a partner for marriage. That can be extreme and inappropriate, we suggest. Prima facie we are all - in those early years - on a trajectory towards marriage, and the more socialising we do with a little bit of hormonal charge the more we will be able to know ourselves, understand others and gain a greater maturity in romantic relationships. This then puts us into a much better position to continue looking around intelligently and make a more sensible choice of life partner when we are ready to do so. So the main thing early on in a relationship is simply to relax and enjoy one another over weeks and months, not necessarily exclusively, while checking out and reflecting upon the longer term possibilities.

There is a great need for each of us to learn to manage our sexuality without yielding to every urge but at the same time enjoying the special excitement it brings to relationships. Especially for those embarking upon adult life without having grown up with opposite-sex siblings of similar age, the church family has great potential to nurture this maturing. It needs to do so without people feeling that it's improper to enjoy one another unless the contact or date is part of an earnest game plan angled towards marriage as soon as possible. Lighten up and enjoy singleness sociably!

The sexual buzz that one gets from encountering an attractive person is meant to drive us into social engagement with such persons. That interaction, starting along the continuum we have sketched, is appropriate, enjoyable and an essential part of growing our self-control, social skills and basis of understanding which eventually equips us to decide upon suitable life partner. The sexual charge which drives it is God-given for precisely that purpose. Invoking Jesus' hyperbole about adultery in the mind just because a guy gets hot and hard in the process is ridiculous.

There is a wide area of wholesome social engagement with the opposite sex which is driven by the excitement of one's sexuality at a level between repressed self-neutering and unconstrained lustful fantasy. Too many in the church react against the possibility of lust by effectively promoting the psychological self-neutering and thus severely limiting the potential for healthy relationships to develop. That is a bit like having a nice car and removing one of the spark plug leads because it goes too well. What does that say about appreciating its design and designer? Much better to learn to drive it properly.8





Undue intensity

But having said all this, the final problem to mention is that of infatuation which leads to spending too much time with or on the phone to one's partner. If this has the effect of letting friendships decay and so downgrading other social contact that the romantic relationship becomes the be-all and end-all, then there is a problem. It means that both parties are not being a proper contributing part of the wider social and church circle, and are locked into that relationship unduly. It may then continue to marriage simply because other options are diminished, not because it is properly evaluated as the best way forward.





Divorcees

Some of those in the church's circle of young singles will be single because divorced. The church has sometimes taken a firm line on remarriage of divorcees, so is there any point in embarking upon romantic liaisons? We think so. First, in Jesus' teaching divorce is justified in the case of unfaithfulness (Matt 5:32 & 19:19), and at least some of those in the church may be the innocent victims of such. They are therefore just as free to marry as any other single person. Secondly, whatever the past faults of either party, God forgives those who are repentant, and so should we. Issues of church order may remain, and the church always needs to exercise discretion in allowing remarriage, possibly insisting on a period of singleness as penance.

But the good news of the gospel is about healing, restoration and new beginnings, as long as this is not taken to encourage irresponsibility and offer cheap grace for those simply opting out of commitments. Divorce is certainly wrong, but where it is a fact, and the marriage bond thus cancelled, remarriage is permissible. We have also argued that cohabitation is essentially the same as marriage, and the church has not taken issue with the marriage of ex-cohabitees. We would not wish to make a big distinction between divorcees and those who have terminated public cohabitation - both have relinquished the kind of one-flesh relationship which is the essence of marriage. However wrong that is, both should come before God and ask him for the grace to start again, mindful both of their past failure and of God's redeeming love.





The male role

This requires further comment. While allowing for a wide range of female initiative and social competency it is appropriate for the guy to be a man in the relationship, meaning a gentle-man who is prepared to take a forward role without macho, brash, or sex idol connotations. He needs to model servant leadership in the relationship. In that connection he also needs to communicate and not lead girls on in a less than forthright manner. The female party of any romantic relationship reasonably looks for clarity on the part of the male, as well as comfort in being wanted. If guys are indecisive and don't (mostly) send clear signals to any girl they are interested in and spending time with, that is reprehensible and akin to (but of course opposite to) deceiving a girl by leading her on when there is no interest beyond social convenience.





Strong witness

The point is, we need to model decent, self-controlled, yet vigorous and good fun male-female socialising in the church as young adults explore one another's potential. This will provide a wholesome contrast with worldly expectations of steadily progressing sexual activity or readily getting laid. Not to mention increasingly normal cohabitation. The church social setting needs to show how relationships can develop by exercising head, heart and hormones in balance. Surely chastity before marriage is easier in the context of social fun and activity, acknowledging joyfully the sexuality of relationships.





3.4 Discussion questions


	Are you crowding out opportunities for romantic relationships? If, so, can you discern your almost subconscious motivations?


	Do any of the scenarios canvassed at the start of this section possibly apply to you?


	Are you guilty of spurning approaches thoughtlessly?


	Are you so averse to risk in relationships that you spurn God's provision in your social circle?


	How do you understand the difference between risk and recklessness in romance?


	How would you explain the difference between being on a trajectory towards marriage and being relentlessly oriented thus in a particular relationship?


	How are you joyfully growing your self-control, social skills and basis of understanding which will eventually equip you to decide upon suitable life partner?


	Do you see examples among your friends of repressed self-neutering and its opposite


	unconstrained fantasy? Are you enjoying the excitement of your sexuality in between these extremes?


	To what extent are appropriate, vigorous and good fun relationships modelled in your church or fellowship?









3.5 Negotiating disagreements

Sometimes the feasibility study (as we have somewhat clinically called it) will proceed eirenically and steadily. Others however will find a few potholes in the road and fraught situations. They should be welcomed as part of the process of working out how far to take the relationship. Don't ever assume that even a serious disagreement is terminal, treat it as a challenge for growth.




Resolving differences

A perfectly normal (and often necessary) feature of developing relationships is facing up to disagreements and quarrels. These can arise for all sorts of reasons, related both to personalities and situations. There is no easy way out, both parties simply have to identify the real points at issue, discuss them, get them into perspective for each (are they so significant as to end a special relationship?) and then compromise. Such quarrels can be a real means of personal and relational growth. If either thinks that the other is being unreasonable then they simply have to fight it out and call the other's bluff.

While conflicts are potential occasions for growth, there is a lot of scope for mishandling them hurtfully. They are always a real test of humility, and we need to start by looking hard at how much we are in the wrong or simply being pigheaded, and admit that. In talking about it, avoid condescension or sarcasm - that is guaranteed to aggravate, not help. Also avoid as far as possible making your partner defensive. Sometimes you will have to choose between reconciliation in the relationship and resolution of the issue for the time being. Forgiveness heals.

Expressing anger can be good and constructive if it better exposes what needs to be addressed. But be careful how anger is expressed, there is great harm in being hurtful or nasty.





Hormones and harmony

Any young guy will initially be feeling his way as a testosteroned male, and perhaps asserting himself with more authority than wisdom or sensitive consideration, let alone experience and maturity. Something of that is built in to most guys, and it is certainly something for which the female party should be very grateful in the long run. But most girls are intelligent and thoughtful individuals, not simply compliant, and need to stand up for themselves. There is a place for them to be assertive with their views, and challenge the male to respect their personalities and gifts.

Ultimately both parties need to be prepared to recognise their own stubbornness, reassess the basis of that, and concede plenty to the other person. No doubt each will immediately feel that they are the one who has backed down and compromised most, but that will soon be forgotten if the relationship proceeds with a closer alignment of values and purpose, and a greater manifestation of grace by each. But if not, and a quarrel leads to reappraisal and each going their own way, then that is a positive outcome too.

When a couple has resolved a quarrel, and each changed or backed down a bit there will be a feeling of each having lost a bit of independence, dignity or stature. But in fact each will have invested what they have lost in the "growth stock" of the relationship, giving it a new lease of life. Relationships are primarily about giving, not getting, and nowhere more so than in one which leads to marriage.

Forming any romantic relationship involves some sacrifice of autonomy in order to fit in with the other person. Otherwise it is just an emotional indulgence, without cost or any giving. That sacrifice - at increasing levels as we approach what may become commitment - is basic to our being enriched by the other person and to growing joyfully through the relationship. It is a small counterpart of our taking up the cross and following Christ in that big commitment. Every sacrifice of personal autonomy must be seen as an investment in the relationship, so that it grows.

A Christian girl who is strong and assertive needs a guy with strong masculine characteristics. Of course he will sometimes be overweening, unreasonable, pig-headed and authoritarian as a result of his fallen nature and it will fall to the female to point that out! For their part, the female sinful nature will tend to be expressed in being overweening, unreasonable, pig-headed and stubborn too, as well as tending to confuse subservience with consideration.

But a question needs to be faced when disagreements ignite. To put it crassly: what are you each looking for? A benign bedmate and household drone, or an exciting and stimulating lifetime companion?





3.5 Discussion questions


	In retrospect, have you gained from setbacks and disagreements in your relationship?


	Are there lessons you have learned from past disagreements, regarding how to handle them?


	Have there been occasions when you have had to choose between reconciliation in the relationship and resolution of the issue?


	Would you prefer these before commitment, or have them take you by surprise a couple of years after it?


	Can you express anger without hurting your partner?


	Can you see how testosterone and stubbornness often provide a challenge to grace?


	What preferences and personal standards (eg tidiness, style) are negotiable in finding a good match on major aspects of your partnership?


	Are you in danger of giving undue weight to minor matters of compatibility so that you don't allow yourselves to connect on major ones?


	Discuss the last two paragraphs above. What are you looking for?









3.6 Unequally yoked? Flirt to convert??

The other perennial issue here is the wisdom of maintaining serious romantic relationships with non-Christians. Discipleship is not a matter of joining a club simply to pursue particular interests - it is a change of life. If a life partnership is the end point of a person's years of social exploration and courtship, as one assumes, and the beginning of a new unique partnership, the issue looms large. In particular, the serious inequality of life orientation and purpose, and possibly also values, makes marriage to a non Christian inadvisable to say the least.

That being so, then steady exclusive relationships at whatever level are possibly either wasting opportunity or sailing too close to the wind, in that they tend to set up a contest between commitment to Christ and commitment to an attractive partner. As time passes they become increasingly difficult to exit. There is wisdom in not sticking one's neck out in that way. However, socializing short of any steady exclusive stage is fine, as long as each side is clear and explicit and not leading someone on.




Church demographics

However, it must be acknowledged that that ideal is sometimes burdensome or problematic, for demographic reasons (i.e. significantly less of one sex in the church), because of previous relationships, or simply because romantic ardour transcends much else. This means that many otherwise faithful Christians find themselves in less than ideal relationships that will be fraught. The problems arising will not necessarily diminish over time and in fact are quite likely to escalate. One cannot assume commitment to Christ or the absence of it will simply become a difference of personal interests which takes second place to romantic fervour. Certainly the rationale of developing a close romantic relationship with a non-Christian in order to bring them to faith should usually be dismissed immediately - the mixed agendas conflict hopelessly. But situations do arise and must be handled with integrity, even though they involve risks and difficulties which in general are best avoided. However, socializing short of any steady exclusive stage is fine, as long as you are clear and explicit and not leading someone on.

Having said that, non-Christians can be greatly put off the Christian faith by a self-righteous approach to this principle. The most significant witness of a Christian is in the quality and integrity of relationships, hence sensitivity is required in close friendships with non-Christians of the opposite sex. Certainly, to date someone for six months giving rise to hopes or expectations and then abruptly to disengage because of suddenly professing some scruples on the matter would be very hurtful and a devastating witness. On the other hand, where one party in an initially non-Christian couple comes to faith this is a time of wholesale reassessment of values and priorities, and is likely to involve withdrawing from situations which are newly perceived as unhelpful and wrong. But if so, do it graciously!

Nevertheless, if a Christian puts her/himself in such a situation of continuing an emotionally-intense relationship with a non-Christian, as many sadly do, then there are some vital stakes to drive into the ground, or moorings to maintain. First, it is extremely important that they themselves ensure that God remains first in their life, and that church, fellowship and personal spiritual discipline do not suffer in order to accommodate the unequal relationship. They must make a special effort to spend time with Christian friends, be involved in church activities, pray for themselves and their partner, and generally remain accountable for their life.9





Persevering with principle

They must also learn to have strong moral courage which can insist on their own standards, particularly in sexual morality, and later perhaps in child-rearing - in effect they take on solo the accountability for two people before God. It is easy for a person in this situation to drift away from the church and meaningful relationships with other Christians, as the partner takes centre stage in their heart. The question of loyalty and keeping the peace looms large. They must remain vigilant against this drift. They must also be ready to accept that some Christians will be disapproving of such a relationship, and not to let that push them away from the fellowship, but rather to use it as a reminder of their special need to keep close to God and depend on his grace. But this is in no way a recommended course of action, it is only making the best of an unfortunate situation.

So where such a friendship seems to be heading towards a romantic relationship, it is important to be frank, open and upfront about what Christian discipleship means and the fact that one's loyalty to Christ is paramount. Talk thoroughly through what this means and why prima facie it rules out a serious romantic relationship, let alone more. If possible make sure that the friend is aware of other Christians and how they live and relate - joining you at church is one means of doing this. Pray for and maybe organize other Christians they know to talk to them with evangelistic intent. See what happens. If nothing, then be prepared to break it off sooner rather than later, before you move to the stage of a steady exclusive romantic relationship. Of course this can be characterized as "flirt to convert", and putting that disparaging spin on it is more often than not well justified. But also there are many testimonies to the positive influence of a faithful young Christian who is upfront about the issue and the priorities involved and thereby provides an attractive and ultimately life-changing witness which results in a dynamic godly marriage.





3.6 Discussion question


	How would you expound the issues involved with marrying a non-Christian?


	Is it proper or sensible to approach marriage with a non-Christian simply on the basis of 1 Cor 7:14?









3.7 Why Christian marriages can fail

It is sad fact that the rate of divorce and separation among Christians is not much less than that in the general population. The reasons for failed marriages are many, and we will not attempt to cover them comprehensively. However this section does briefly address a couple that relate particularly to this chapter. A couple are peculiar to or exacerbated by the cultural conditioning of Christians or their church subculture.




Rushed or rationalised feasibility study

An obvious first reason for failure is that the feasibility study, as we have clinically called it, is rushed rather than thorough. After marriage, aspects of personality and behaviour become evident in the partner which are surprising and disagreeable. Reasons for inadequate prior consideration include the infatuation of being in love, with its partial suspension of rational judgment. This may be coupled with inadequate time taken on that evaluation of the potential partner, and inadequate acquaintance with their family and friends. Downplaying the significance of substantial spiritual differences can also cause a marriage to fail. (We have also made the point that any sexual adventures before marriage will further erode the rationality of assessing the long-term potential for actually living together for decades.)





Fear of subcultural stigma

Another reason is that the church (or other social) culture makes it such a big deal to get into a romantic relationship that getting out of it is seen as failure, and stigmatises both parties. Commitment is effectively advanced to what should be an exploratory stage of the relationship. So rather than run the risk of stigma and opprobrium, if there is any perceived prospect of being happy together, the relationship proceeds all the way to marriage, despite possible nagging doubts.

In relation to this, a survey of 1000 divorced US women10 showed that 30% of them knew that they were making a mistake when they got married. They had put aside the significant doubts and warning signs during their courtship, and ignored the gut feelings which in retrospect that all agreed were a surer guide. The researcher said "I want to clarify that the doubts were not the garden-variety nerves that typically accompany any life-changing decision. They weren't just 'cold feet' or 'wedding day jitters.' Rather, the women in my study talked about issues, concerns, doubts and other red flags that existed throughout the course of their relationship. Not just on their wedding day. The problem was that they had brushed their concerns aside. Instead of facing up to the red flags or exploring their gut feelings - they squelched them and stayed in the relationship anyway."

Of the (simplified) reasons given in this US study for marrying the wrong guy, the most common were:


	We've dated for so long I don't want to waste all the time we have invested in the relationship.


	I don't want to be alone.


	He'll change after we get married.


	It is too late, too embarrassing and/or too expensive to call off the wedding.


	He is a really nice guy; I don't want to hurt his feelings. (The reality is, he may be a solid, good guy on his own. But as a couple, the equation does not add up.)




The researcher's comments on men who defied their gut instinct were that "They overwhelmingly cited a sense of duty, obligation and concern for their fiance's feelings as their reason for walking down the aisle anyway."





Three others

A third reason for failure in Christian marriages is that the relationship is based more on sympathy in one direction than mutual esteem. It then becomes an uneven match with much reduced potential. Sympathy is a hopeless basis for marriage.

A fourth is that too much physical intimacy in the relationship establishes an expectation that it should or is destined to proceed to marriage, despite lack of proper consideration, let alone feasibility study.

A more obvious reason than any of these is adultery, which becomes very much more likely actually to occur, rather than being a resistible temptation, if any of the above more basic reasons apply.





3.7 Discussion questions


	In your situation, what are the principal matters to address in your feasibility study?


	In your social circle, is there a stigma related to breaking off a romantic relationship? Why?


	Among your friends, is there a clear sense of needing to be thorough in assessing what the future might hold in a relationship if it proceeds to marriage? How much of a role does chemistry play?









Towards commitment





3.8 Foretaste of physical intimacy, eros within boundaries

Physical intimacy within marriage is appropriately uninhibited. Any foretaste of this must be restrained, and should follow on from the level of social and emotional intimacy, not run in front of it or lead it. Hence setting clear boundaries on physical intimacy together in the courtship continuum is essential. These boundaries are in order to preserve for marriage that sexual behaviour which is best experienced as a sacred and special activity between husband and wife. It is also to help keep the balance on rational thought and consideration, rather than letting the feasibility study be too hormonally driven.




Boundaries and behaviour

It thus follows that the boundaries are also to avoid behaviour which will lead to regrets after a relationship ends, because that intimacy has been broached and too much given away. And most importantly, the boundaries should also avoid sexual behaviour driven by animal instincts which emotionally overrides rational consideration of prospects for making the relationship very long-term in marriage. That needs to be the main game!

In the Bible's Song of Songs 11 is the repeated charge from the beloved: "Do not arouse or awaken love until it so desires", don't get ahead of the game, don't get the hormones revved up before marital consummation is possible. Wise advice! It also makes the point that the main premarital boundaries on eros are not physical, but relate to communication, space and timing.

"No" is an important word to learn the meaning of! Sadly, many emerging from teenage years have not really perceived the importance of doing so, and all of us struggle with it when it impedes our strong desires. "No" is also important to learn to say graciously.

But the boundaries should not be set so tightly that a couple in an exclusive relationship without being committed to marriage cannot express their love and feelings physically, with some degree of tactile and visual intimacy. Post-teenage, this may be such that it is normally in private - the closed door (or not) is a major factor in defining the boundary. A conservative boundary would be to avoid doing anything in private that you wouldn't be happy to be seen doing in public. In any case, boundaries in mid teenage years need to be more conservative than later, when there should be a track record of restraint and self-discipline, not to mention a better-developed conscience, greater independence from peer pressure, and hopefully much more wisdom.

A common anatomical boundary is the waistline. Visual and even tactile familiarity below the waist is not necessarily wrong, but in an ongoing courtship relationship it's likely to be unhelpful, often very unhelpful. In our view it is definitely better to stay out of one another's pants, at least until late in the progression as adults. Crossing that boundary will tend to skew things away from what is needed to build the more important and long-term aspects of the relationship. Related to this, in an era of pervasive and easily-accessible pornography with appeal (in the Christian context) at least to innocent curiosity more than prurience, the question of visual boundaries within relationships arises more strongly. Arguably the boundary for sight can be more open than that for touch - is a one-off private viewing (out of arm's reach) in order?





Phoney sex

In the last few decades oral sex has gained a much higher profile and become fairly mainstream premaritally. Apart from foreplay within marriage, it is sometimes a precursor to people's first experience of normal coital sexual intercourse, and is widely seen as a halfway house to that.12 But in a Christian context it needs to be said clearly that oral sex is physically very intimate to a degree that is much more appropriate within marriage. The fact that it is less than the full "one flesh" aspect of coital sex does not mean that it should be seen as normal premarital intimacy in the context of any Christian understanding of marriage.13 For Christians, it really amounts to 'having sex' in a significant but nevertheless phoney sense extramaritally.

Much the same applies to mutual masturbation, though it is clearly less intimate. In Ian's pastoral experience, mutual masturbation (before or after engagement) is almost always profoundly unhelpful in the progress of a relationship, and particularly in being able to decide sensibly on its progression or otherwise. And as a few Christian couples have found, with semen squirted around there can be major unintended consequences. It's best to set the boundaries more conservatively.

If any genital sex is part of a relationship before marriage commitment then it cannot be special and unique to the eventual marriage, as it is designed to be. This means that both partners have to work harder on other aspects of the marriage relationship to set it apart from all other experiences and to make it enduring. While we are not recommending it, the public commitment of engagement is the earliest defensible threshold for any coital sex, and marriage is that threshold for Christians actually living and sleeping together.





Skewing judgment, counterproductive

If you just push the boundaries out too far you will find yourself focusing unduly on that physical stuff as you approach each period of time spent together in private, and this will seriously hinder building the real personal relationship of tuning in to one another. It is just another area where too much sexual intimacy pre marriage achieves the opposite of what that sexual intimacy is designed for. Build the close relationship first, then when you commit to it, let sex be the sacrament of that within marriage.

If in doubt about any physical intimacy, keep it until marriage. Then it will be special, not ordinary!

Physical acquaintance in all genital respects can be deferred without any deprivation - some anatomical matters can be taken for granted. Heavy snogging which results in guys' starched underpants can express passion without crossing the boundary of physical genital intimacy or engaging in "dry humping". And church staff are all too well aware of the "unprepared evangelical syndrome", where you both get a bit carried away and the guy cannot resist the urge to pop it inside an eager partner, so that a month or two later there is an unwelcome surprise becoming evident.

So, be restrained and careful in expressing erotic physical intimacy, and set boundaries accordingly. Be frank and open with accountability partners.

Many have found the exhortation: "Don't touch what you haven't got!" a helpful guideline at least for much of the course of a developing relationship, defining the boundary short of fondling breasts. Others make the waist the main boundary - short of anything further down. Guys need to make sure that the girl's reservations are respected, and perhaps vice versa.

In general the further things progress, the harder it is to maintain self-control and keep the focus of the relationship on mutual respect and love in the normal Christian sense of that term. Also the more potential there is for regret later. It is really very hard to avoid fudging the boundaries, but in order to honour God and one another beyond the very short term, it is worth the effort.[^33a]





Meaning of behaviour

Also be very aware of the feelings one is conveying by any physical expression, whether it is passionate kissing, cuddling on a sofa, physical intimacy above the waist, or whatever. Any such expressions need to be more considerate than just self-indulgence and gratification, and must be appropriate to the stage of relationship. Very little erotic behaviour is appropriate early on - it will simply detract from getting to know one another in more important respects.

Having set boundaries, to go beyond them even occasionally (eg to visually check out the equipment) is likely to give the relationship more emotional impetus than either party may want. Rules can be petty, but the absence of them is likely to lead to major compromises, with enduring effects. Any boundary changes need to be thought out, discussed and agreed well in advance of them being tested. Changes should never be made in the heat of the moment.

(These comments on boundaries are all practical considerations, to avoid behaviour which may be unwise. While some guidance from church leaders is necessary, replacing personal responsibility with a set of legalistic strictures will have more to do with the prejudices of leaders than the individuals concerned. Advice and guidance on boundaries that is more specific than we have sketched here needs to be tailored to the individual. The only boundaries with scriptural authority are: no coital sexual intercourse outside of a committed marriage relationship, and no adultery in the mind and heart. The practical outworking of lust control will vary widely.)





Ascetic or not

Feedback on this section prompts us to comment that there is an ascetic streak in evangelicalism which gives rise to what might be called a sense of pleasure guilt. In other words, if it is unusually enjoyable, it is likely to be wrong! Certainly we do not want to suggest that the conscience be quenched, or worse, that Christians should embrace the worldly principle of "if it feels good, do it!", on the basis that instinct for pleasure leads to making it right.

But within sensible boundaries which are openly discussed and agreed with godly peers, and inflexible on the occasions of their testing, pleasure is a very proper part of enjoying private times as part of developing relationships.





No test drive!

The widely advocated "Try before you buy" in this context is to misrepresent the whole marriage relationship. Physical expression of sex is not something that requires training, it is sacramental of the marriage relationship. Marriage is very much more about living with a partner than sleeping with him or her. The criterion needs to be what a person is like to live with in the light, not just to sleep with in the dark. If everything else lines up, and part of the decision to proceed to marriage is the delicious prospect of being intimately naked and horny in bed together, then the rest will follow. Compatibility can be assumed and you have years to learn technique, each coaching the other!

Pre marriage, there is abundant opportunity to enjoy the buzz of social involvement with sexually-attractive people, and coupled with that but avoiding lust, perhaps enjoying the intense pleasure of solo masturbation. These two together have allowed countless people to bridge the gap to matrimony without recourse to coital sex, and therefore maintain the uniqueness of that for their marriage partner.





Role of friends

Of course falling in love is an intoxication, a 'dis-ease' accompanied by a pronounced diminution of intelligent behaviour, and one must beware of making serious commitments while the temperature is high, or one can be let down with a bump when rationality finally intrudes! That's where friends are important - to check your rational judgement and sometimes tell you to cool it for a bit. Never underestimate the sheer irrationality of being in love! Most of us will fall in love several or even many times over our lives, and that fact alone indicates the need for objectivity, self control, and never just following our instincts alone. (In later life those instincts are often adulterous - natural inclinations of fallen humanity, but obviously temptations to be resisted at all costs.) So anyone considering setting up a life commitment needs to let the peak temperature of passion diminish, lean on the judgement and love of their friends for a reality check, and keep a bit cool.

Please don't misunderstand, falling in love is great! Being totally besotted with someone is quite euphoric, and the epitome of eros. But it must not be the main, let alone the sole, guide in decision-making about a life partner, simply because it is basically irrational. It is there to give joy, excitement, and even rapture to a relationship which has some rational basis. And the genital aspects of sex should follow, not lead. When we are being borne along by romantic fervour we are capable of saying and doing things which are monumentally stupid! Never underestimate the irrational power of eros.





The public profile

Considerations of physical intimacy are merely ancillary to the conversational and spiritual, the banter with shared humour and experiences, the shared friends, the social fun. They also focus on what happens substantially in private, and we need to emphasise that durable relationships are best built with a major ingredient of public socialising and also shared ministry.

So, work out what is a good and appropriate physical expression of any relationship, while reserving genital sexual activity for marriage. However, an agreed level of physical intimacy clearly short of this is entirely appropriate for a relationship short of marriage which has reached an exclusive stage of faithfulness. It enables you to delight in one another, without rushing ahead into what is only appropriate within marriage. Whatever the level of this physical intimacy, it should be seen as sacramental of where the relationship is up to, not just an exciting indulgence. In other words it should be about expressing affection, not simply gratification, and match the context of personal and social interaction. During engagement restraint is needed, but the intimacy may be greater.

In the week or two before marriage it may be appropriate to phase in some greater visual and tactile intimacy (but not physical activity).14 From here on the physical destination is the penetrative one-flesh intercourse, for which the default timing is the wedding night. Any physical intimacy at this stage should be in tune with the Song of Solomon rather than animal instincts.

So, to summarise regarding the physical expression of romance:


	restraint and self control are needed, boundaries must be set.

	some physical expression of romantic (and even passionate) interest is appropriate and necessary.

	this expression will likely progress with development of the relationship.

	any foretaste of physical intimacy needs to be restrained.

	"don't touch what you haven't got" is a handy default at least for most of that progression.

	falling in love is best understood as short-term intoxication, not itself a guide to long-term prospects.







3.8 Discussion questions


	Have you set clear boundaries with your partner regarding physical intimacy in private?


	Do these result in your focusing too much on the physical interaction when you are together? If so, should they be brought back a bit?


	Would you agree that too much sexual intimacy pre marriage might achieve the opposite of what that sexual intimacy is designed for? Explain.


	Do you discuss what you are actually communicating to each other in and by your physical interaction?


	Do either of you feel guilty about the pleasure of physical interaction within your boundaries? If so, is this conscience speaking, or after discussion with others and reflection, is it simply asceticism?


	How can you transcend the intoxication of being in love to ensure retaining some rationality in your decision-making?









3.9 Shaping up to a commitment

If - as we suggest - your eventual life partner needs to be one who stimulates your head, heart and hormones, then in looking around a major focus needs to be on the brain - shared interests, similar ways of approaching things and people, similar sense of humour and spirit of fun, being tuned in spiritually, a compatible circle of friends, edifying interaction on social and political matters, etc. We say to focus on the brain, because we fall in love easily enough - that is the heart part, and if that and the head agree it can be assumed that the rest further down readily follows.




Maturity and social dynamic

Most people today are sorting out personal identity, values, direction in life and faith issues until they are about 25, and where this is the case it is unlikely to be appropriate to find and commit to a life partner before about then. St Paul exhorts men to "love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her" (Eph 5:25). That is an awesome commitment! It could hardly be further removed from notions of marriage based on convenience and selfish comfort.

Also, in a social context such as church, many of the ways someone comes across to others are determined by the peer group early on, but much less so by mid 20s. Where the peer influence is strong this can lead one to perceive greater compatibility than is actually the case long-term. Conversely early commitment can make a marriage so all-absorbing that some social isolation results. Having said that, early marriage is certainly not wrong, we simply suggest it is often not optimal.

In tracking towards engagement, it can be really important for both parties to have moved out of home and gained at least a year's experience of independent living, eg in a share house, before marriage. This is on account of exercising responsibility more than just enhancing domestic skills.

An important point is that a guy should not pop the question until he is sufficiently stable, sorted and strong enough not to feel he really needs to, on emotional and hormonal grounds particularly. Then he can offer himself to her, rather than need to lean on her.

Don't be too disappointed each time you discover that the other isn't perfect! They will be finding the same! It underlines the need for time in a relationship to really discern a person's values and to experience their various moods and dispositions in a wide variety of circumstances.





Compatibility

In assessing long-term compatibility for possible marriage, one needs to have regard to a few matters beyond what is immediately obvious. First, there needs to be some matching or at least compatibility of maturity, intelligence and life experience. Then character, values and interests are also basic in assessing compatibility. A similar sense of humour and emoting similarly are good pointers. But complementarity of gifts is more likely helpful than absolute similarity. Interaction on matters of disagreement and how differences are resolved is revealing, and the family context of a potential life partner can tell you a lot about what that person may be like a few decades hence.

Other things to explore are ambitions, general life and career plans, attitude to "the home" and prospective progeny within it, how they react to new opportunities, their spending habits and broader perspective on stewardship and finances. Also consider carefully the kinds of long-standing friends they have – are you keen to join them? It is important to allow time, with plenty of communication, to explore these and many other matters relevant to a possible life partnership, including one's life experiences so far. Are they adaptable, or is all the adapting expected to be one way? What does the idea of marriage mean to each? Later on before engagement the question of timing and number of desired progeny needs airing (though actual decisions are not needed then!). Keep in mind that you are looking for a suitable parent for your children!





Ticking boxes?

Understanding that a loving God guides us in our search and feasibility study for a life partner can lead us to develop an idealised notion of a perfect match for each of us. But this is likely to overlook the extent to which the Lord has in mind for that partner to change each of us!15 So we need to hang a bit loose on our wish list. If the idealised perfect partner doesn't come into view or isn't accessible socially, we need to emphasise that apart from the fervour of falling in love (which makes one blind to even major incompatibilities!), making a match is likely to mean compromise on some settled traits of singleness. We can too easily forget that a marriage relationship involves lots of give and take, and we do better to consider more what we can give to the partner than what we expect from them. The "tick boxes before getting to know you" approach is widespread and generally wrong, most fundamentally because it is ignorant. Looking for Mr/Miss Right in this sense - the perfect partner - is ultimately based on a misunderstanding of marriage.

How many people remain single because they never relax their preconceptions of how perfectly a future partner must match up to what are relatively unimportant aspects of their own style? And who forget that there are years of growth and change ahead in the marriage? This situation seems more likely for Christians because the genitally-oriented passions are not given free rein to carry one past those blocks pre-marriage. So there needs to be a sensible preparedness to compromise on minor matters in order to forge a relationship built on major compatibilities, shared interests and mutual enjoyment. Little irritations can then be subsumed in the developing relationship. A marriage is ultimately a commitment to make a relationship work at a deep level - some compatibility is certainly necessary, but idealistic notions can over-emphasise that. Each partner needs to learn to overlook some things that are, in reality, trivial.





Rule out sympathy

Conversely, a partnership based unequally - in one direction - on sympathy more than admiration and respect is likely to be stunted and ultimately frustrating and stressful. Christians with hearts bigger than their heads (so to speak) may be more prone to such. Generous sympathy is a great basis for ministry but not for marriage. Rehabilitation is a ministry task, not normally a marital one.





Elbow room

Many people enjoy close and intimate same-sex friendships and these are very important, especially for guys - along with hobbies. A marriage relationship needs to allow for these close relationships and intense interests to flourish and not see them as competition. Of course some adjustment will be appropriate when embarking upon marriage, but substantial abandonment of other relationships and interests is likely to strain both the individual and the marriage.

Marriage means relinquishing some freedom and independence for something better. However, different marriage relationships accommodate different degrees of independence. Often those embarked upon later - in 30s - have more. Parental models have a major influence on the expectations of each partner in this respect.





Converging?

In a particular relationship, if you don't feel you are on converging courses after many months, then review the situation and maybe decide that your romantic endeavours are best pursued with others. In this regard it is important to pray for increasing confidence, or clearly-identified and understood doubts. The latter then need to be addressed and either laid to rest or maybe understood as contributing to a sense that this match is not to become a life partnership.

It needs to be said that the focus of attention needs to be on the marriage, not the wedding! One aspect of our culture is that weddings are overemphasised compared with the actual marriage, and are correspondingly extravagant. Certainly they do need to be a special occasion for celebration and confirmation, and can have a transcendent quality, but keep the occasion in perspective!





3.9 Discussion questions


	How do you weight such considerations as: shared interests, similar ways of approaching things and people, similar sense of humour and spirit of fun, similar values, being tuned in spiritually, a compatible circle of friends, edifying interaction on social and political matters?


	Do you and your partner have a similar level of maturity? A comparable amount of life experience?


	In what ways are you similar? In what ways different and complementary?


	Have you explored in discussion the home front and children prospects?


	Is your relationship based on sympathy in one direction more than admiration and respect?


	Have you talked about how much independence you each expect and want in a marriage?









3.10 The role of others

Of course no-one else can be a matchmaker for us, though it is worth noting that in other societies this happens successfully! However, in our society and even more in the church context, other people do have a role which we (and they) would be very unwise to ignore.

First, prayer is central to the whole process. Simply to highlight a couple of areas:


	we need ourselves to pray for strength to resist the temptation to reach for gratification and premature physical intimacy in the developing relationship, and be supported in this by prayer and accountability partners.

	we need to pray for patience in not rushing any relationship, and be supported by close friends who are tuned into its unfolding.

	we need to pray for guidance so that we meet suitable people and then home in on one who will be our life partner, perhaps among other exciting possible candidates. In this we need to be supported by friends who love us and can sometimes see the possibilities or lack of them better than us.

	We need to pray for courage always to do the right thing and not just be swept along by a partner's or other people's expectations.



Note that when our emotions are apt to be highly charged, often the most reliable answer to all those prayers (beyond circumstances) is through others. Nothing is too complicated or demanding for the Holy Spirit, but expect him to work mostly through what seems ordinary and through common sense.




Due diligence

Part of any feasibility study which involves buying into a new relationship in business is due diligence - checking for what may be hidden, or at least not obvious. So too in romantic relationships, the focus is inevitably on the positives, but it is the negatives which are likely to lead to difficulties later. So how does one check for these? One good indicator of what a potential spouse will be like two or three decades ahead is their parents.

Beyond that, their long-standing friends will often know them well, and be able to draw attention to possible issues. On a negative note, gossip is deadly. Gossip is passing on information about people when it is none of your business, especially when the information is unflattering or uncertain. We need actively to counter our own tendency to gossip, and challenge others also.

(In a non Christian context of course due diligence - however described - is the chief justification for premarital sex and even cohabitation on an uncommitted basis. We disagree with this and don't think it is anywhere near as helpful as other ways of getting to know one another.)





Marriage prep

When the decision is made to proceed and an engagement is celebrated, use a reputable marriage preparation course or counselor to draw on the wisdom of those that have learned a great deal the hard way and to help you explore what is in front of you both. It may also perhaps flag matters which still need addressing - the earlier exploration of long-term compatibility may have left some stones unturned. One matter well worth exploring is the way each expresses (and hopes to receive) love - the so-called love languages16. If a couple cannot communicate and interact in the same "language" it makes the relationship fraught.

So such a preparation course can be seen as the last lap of the feasibility study as well as induction training and specific preparation for what is ahead17. Everyone is conditioned by their own family background regarding what to expect or what to avoid, and all this needs talking over. Expectations need to be unpacked and explored.18 Sometimes one or other will have a good deal of baggage from the past - maybe traumatic relationships, divorce, being a single parent, etc. Nothing need be a show-stopper, but all of it must be sensibly confronted, understood, dealt with and accepted.





Role of oldies

This raises another issue: the role of older friends and parents in making introductions, usually in a wider context than one to one! This has always been very important and remains so, though it is sometimes disparaged as "matchmaking", with the implication that it is aimed at making particular matches, rather than assisting introductions. But the activity of bringing younger singles together so that they meet at least briefly in an agreeable social situation, with some implied assessment of potential suitability related to parents, social context, etc, is very important. If parents and others are dissuaded from it because of the asserted independence of their progeny, or if young singles avoid it because some older person is presuming to think about their romantic prospects, then we all lose. Forming relationships can often do with a bit of wise objective help.





Role of peers

Both parties need to keep their wider social contacts alive at the "exclusive" stage of progression and also later in marriage. Marriage is a special and exclusive relationship, but not in the sense that a couple should become socially detached let alone isolated from respective and joint circles of friends. It is important to find a partner who does open up and expand one's social interactions, not one who is so possessive that he/she is determined to monopolise and effectively close them down. See also chapter 7 on Hospitality.





3.10 Discussion questions


	How much help have others been to you in bringing you together?


	Of the four prayer areas mentioned, which have been most important for you? How are you drawing upon others in respect to the due diligence?


	Are you planning to use a good marriage preparation course?


	What do you see as the importance of maintaining good contact and communication with a wider circle of friends after marriage?









3.11 Some final comments




Character-building first

Stepping back from the question of how Christians work out their discipleship in sexual relationships, we can discern a natural law principle built into creation and hence relevant to both Christian and non-Christian. This is to work back from the desideratum of finding and attracting a life partner who will be a continuing joy long-term, and who therefore needs to have more than just superficial qualities. To be a match for such a person who is going to be tuned in to us, our own qualities need to be developed and become evident.

It is a truism that every decision and every action contributes incrementally to making us the sort of person we will become, so it is important that those decisions and actions are thoughtful of the consequences, including those for our reputation. It becomes a question of whether we are going to follow our regenerating nature or our animal instincts - our nature as we would like it to be, or our more immediate sexual and other appetites. Both options have implications for our reputation and moral status, not to mention what we can bring and give to a marriage partner.





Some distinctives of marriage

This is a vast topic, worthy of at least another book - and many have been written. But it does seem appropriate to mention very briefly a few points of sexual eschatology- the fulfilment of some of the frustrating time of preparation and lead-up to marriage which we have covered in the last two chapters (and in 4.3).

First and most obviously, in marriage you are joined in a one-flesh relationship which both fulfils your biological destiny and is a living human-level representation of Christ's relationship with his church! It is the ultimate human intimacy for which we are wonderfully designed, and procreation arises from that.

The one-flesh relationship of marriage set out in Genesis 3 has three aspects to note here: it is exclusive, hence singular and also it's no-one else's business what you enjoy together; it is intimate, the physical aspects of which are properly unique to marriage; and it is uninhibited, hence let yourselves go subject only to pleasing your partner.

It means that you move increasingly into the realisation of your bodies belonging to one another as St Paul very clearly puts it in 1 Cor 7:3-5. Guys, that equipment you have been carrying around self-consciously since puberty now belongs to your wonderful wife, and reciprocally her body belongs to you, to worship physically. Guys, it's not yours any more, so any exercise there needs to involve its new owner. The point is not ownership though, it is the opportunity for self-giving in bed as a sacrament of life together generally.

If your bodies belong to one another, then for this reason as well as the obvious, solo masturbation quickly becomes a faint memory as you live together, though sexual union always depends on the partner's enthusiasm. Prolonged self-giving one-fleshness is in marked contrast to self-pleasuring and orgasm-focused wanking, and needs to be seen as such. See also chapter 2.

All this means that as a couple you have a secure base for being open to others in hospitality of all kinds. Because your marriage is exclusive and central to both of you, your life together and your home can and should be generously inclusive.





Married life together

Most of the energy and activity of a marriage relationship is relatively little about sex - even though that has a central place it actually consists largely of living together. This means supporting and affirming a partner, being open and honest, sharing time and recreation, giving precedence to the partner's interests, reining in pride, aligning priorities in use of time and money, and so on. And the way you find the right person for you is to spend time socially, to hang out together. That's what you will be doing for fifty years or so (plus a few testing distractions like raising kids!). Of course you need to add a strong commitment, and then on top of that you have the sacrament of ongoing sexual union which if unique to that person becomes a big help in holding things together and on track.

Don't try and find the perfect life partner, or they may do the same and reject you! Find someone plausible with a good deal in common, and build from there. It is not a question of finding someone who represents a pre-cast template for yours, it is a matter of growing something together.





Singleness is good

On that note it is appropriate again to affirm singleness. If one is not in sexual relationship or having the prospect of that, it doesn't mean you aren't fully human. One does not have to be looking for relationships which may lead to marriage in order to be "normal". One can be enjoying one's sexuality, in the sense of getting a buzz out of interacting with people you find attractive, without necessarily desiring the commitment of marriage. Also, it is OK to be social without any focus on sex, and we all need to accommodate such people in our own social circles if only to remind us that richness in human and especially Christian relationships can be abundant quite apart from marriage.

A related matter is that Christians in their thinking ought to be reasonably positive about masturbation that is not driven by lust, and to feel free for godly enjoyment of that. See also 4.3.





Peer accountability

Sexual aspects of our lives are a prime area where we need to have an accountability relationship with a trusted friend and prayer partner (or two). In these we commit to opening ourselves very fully, unburdening regarding our lapses, and being open to interrogation regarding our points of vulnerability and potential or actual stupidity. This is a powerful deterrence to sin. More positively such a partner will then be able to give us strong encouragement and support from a unique depth of understanding. Any lapses into viewing porn or bending the boundaries we have set can be confessed so that we proceed in the assurance of God's forgiveness, reinforced by the accountability partner's encouragement. (Doubt about forgiveness and renewal can affect self esteem so that it feeds back to further sin.) Accountability partnerships are outlined more fully in chapter 1 (1.4).

Here it is appropriate to add that since the marriage relationship is something to be nurtured and worked on, it is not necessarily appropriate to share with the marriage partner in the same way as with the accountability partner or other counselor. Some things are best discussed outside the relationship and applied within it. The issue is understanding rather than trust, and in a marriage there can all too easily be misunderstanding, in part because of the intensity of the relationship. So cultivate the accountability or at least open confessional relationship(s) as well as the belonging and trusting one!





3.11 Discussion questions


	Do you find it easy to be counter-cultural in relation to sexual matters?


	Do you relish the prospect of your body belonging to your partner in marriage?


	How do you expect the distinction between self-giving and self-indulgence to be experienced in bed and in life?


	Are you intending to maintain your accountability partnership(s) in marriage, with minimal change?








Ten summary points for chapter:


	Expect to have (ie. in your thinking allow for the strong possibility that you will have) some 3 or 4 significant faithful romantic relationships before you find, and are confident in deciding upon, your life partner. 2. As well as socialising as much as possible in mixed groups, seek 1:1 opportunities with attractive members of the opposite sex simply to get to know them better, and without either party having any expectation of it turning into a relationship (hopes are OK, not expectations!). Avoid trying to tick a lot of boxes at this stage. 3. Relax and enjoy these evenings or days simply for their own sake, while keeping under control within boundaries. To some degree you make such a relationship as you enjoy it - it's not just a matter of matching up characteristics. 4. Boundaries on physical intimacy need to be established by each person, and when in relationship, by each couple, but default is the waistline. At the same time, don't over-react to the norms of non-Christian peers. Sex is not dirty or merely sensual, but enjoying/ indulging prematurely is unwise, and often fraught. (cf chapter 2) 5. If you and your friend become keen on one another, feel free to make it openly an exclusive faithful relationship, without commitment. 6 As this proceeds, make a rational evaluation of your prospects together long-term - in effect, a feasibility study. Socialise as 'an item'. 7. If, after a while, you decide that your future long-term is not together, break it off. You and your friends should see this as a positive step, not a failure. Move on. 8. Overall see the whole process as a progressive relaxed continuum from nothing to engagement, not as very few big and daunting steps. 9. Beware of reading too much into any conversation or invitation! 10. Relax and pray!
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4. Managing Mind and Body - enjoyment and control


	Discipleship inevitably involves self-discipline, and spiritual disciplines have a place in discipleship.

	In this context we are made to enjoy pleasure.

	Our bodies are good and wholesome, but need some care.

	Masturbation is a normal activity for most males and needs to be controlled, but is not itself a big deal.

	Control of what fills the mind and heart is basic. Minimise lust and avoid porn.



Christians should take the body seriously and joyfully, as a positive part of being a person! The body matters and is created good (Genesis 1). We serve an embodied Lord, we believe in the resurrection of the body, we understand the body to be the temple of the Holy Spirit, and we are called to honour God with our bodies (1 Cor 6:19-20). We must avoid a false asceticism which plays down the significance and positive understanding of our bodies! We should not be negative about our bodies and their features, notably sexuality, but also the enjoyment of food, drink, exercise and recreation, all enjoyed with self-control so as to avoid lust, gluttony and sloth. 'Everything God created is good, and nothing is to be rejected if it is received with thanksgiving' (1 Tim 4:4). Pleasure is part of God's grace in our lives.

The practical conclusion of Paul's most important letter in the New Testament starts off: "Therefore ... offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God - this is your spiritual act of worship. Don't conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind" (Romans 12:1-2). The mind controls the body, and is where self-control primarily needs to occur. So for Christians that is a good expression of the proper starting point for consideration of mind and body applied to discipleship and worship.

But more broadly, what does it mean to be a male or female made in the image of God? We can avoid the challenge of that question by spiritualising the image of God aspect, but it really involves our mind and body too. This short book cannot address the question adequately, but we raise it firmly and suggest that part of our growth as Christians will lead us to find some answers for ourselves individually if we do not lose sight of the question in comfortable living. We will each find ways to explore it in reflection and discussion without having to be prompted by the travails of Job!




4.1 Spiritual disciplines and pleasures

Discipleship inevitably involves self-discipline, which many find distinctly countercultural. Spiritual discipline is a subset of this - behaviour which helps us express our commitment to discipleship to the Lord we follow. Among evangelicals today the concept has withered to something much less than it was in earlier centuries, partly because we have a fuller sense of grace, and tend to perceive strict spiritual discipline as a regime of works, or as asceticism. But in doing this we may be guilty of cheapening grace, being unduly laid back, and downplaying proper discipline as a core concept in discipleship, building cooperatively with the Holy Spirit towards godly character.

In writing to his mentee, St Paul was uninhibited on the question: "Discipline yourself for the purpose of godliness; for bodily discipline is only of little profit, but godliness is profitable for all things, since it holds promise for the present life and also for the life to come" (1 Tim4:7-8, ASV). While this book is largely about discipleship here and now, we must never lose sight of, or hope of, the new creation to come.

The main spiritual discipline is simply in organising ourselves, and regularly reviewing our priorities in all areas of our lives. This flows to how we spend our time and money, and how we open ourselves to opportunities. A measure of self-denial is always required, but it should not become asceticism, or disparage proper pleasures of the heart, mind and body. Faith is not merely cerebral, the cognitive must be balanced by the affective.

God intends us to enjoy pleasure. Pleasure is part of his gracious provision for us. Of course seeking pleasure can be as elusive as seeking happiness, and it can also lead us astray in many ways, since we live in a fallen world where indolence, hedonism and various addictions need to be resisted. However, rejoicing in the pleasure of God's provision within proper constraints is entirely appropriate and should be celebrated. The pleasure of relationships is foremost, in line with biblical teaching about love among the brethren and more widely. But the pleasure of recreation, food and drink, art, work, play, creativity can all be major, ranging from sensual pleasures to the heartfelt. And within one particular relationship, the pleasure of sex is epic - see the comments in chapter 2 about that (2.1). And before that particular relationship, there is real pleasure in relationships leading there and also that we discuss in 4.3 below. The proper pleasure of sexual attraction to persons must be distinguished from sexual lust, and this is addressed in 2.2.

Sexual pleasure and the pleasures of eating and drinking are foundational to God's creation and are also redemptive images in the Bible, with the potential to reveal God's nature and grace. Having hearts filled with pleasures should motivate and empower godly living and worship.

Specific spiritual discipline can take many forms: most fundamentally as the daily quiet time, or time set aside to read the Bible and pray reliably. It also includes our stewardship of time and money, prioritising God's work - see chapter 6. Fasting is a significant way of telling God we are serious about being his followers. Slowing is another - regulating the pace of our daily lives so as to make more time for prayer, reflection or discourse. Self-control generally is another aspect of spiritual discipline, more fundamental than occasional self-denial in fasting or slowing. If we have had occasion for major repentance, then penance will help us avoid glossing over the matter (though it must not detract from accepting and rejoicing in forgiveness).

Some of these matters are well covered in church and youth group teaching, some are not. We have a chapter on stewardship, but fasting, slowing, self-denial and self-discipline are matters where there is less scope for many words of general applicability. They arise personally more out of reflection in the light of Bible reading and fellowship. Penance is more in the church context.

The daily quiet time for bible reading and prayer is easily squeezed out by laziness and busyness. Two analogies may help to underline the need for being disciplined in regular daily bible study and prayer. One is that it's like a daily anti-virus renewal for Windows users, and guards against erosion or disabling of our operating system. Another is that it's like a daily morning shower for those of us who routinely do that. We do it because it's routine, not because we wake up feeling dirty, but it doesn't take much thought to realise that if we neglected bathing for some time we would feel and smell decidedly off!

Beyond that routine is the discipline of study to renew our minds. It will include bible study, and hopefully, sound teaching in the church, but needs to go well beyond that into issues of the day relevant to us as citizens and matters relevant to our vocation. See also ch 12.

Fasting is an opportunity to set aside our appetites for food, entertainment or shopping, or simply desire for comfort, to remind ourselves that our dependence on God is more basic and more important. It is an active way of humbling ourselves before God, and asserting that we can master our basic desires. It is exercise in mastering sinful desires such as greed, lust, envy, covetousness, etc. It opens us to seeking God's grace in a way that goes beyond our routines of prayer and worship. It can take many forms, and be more or less rigorous, from going without breakfast foods occasionally to regular full-day abstinence from anything more than water. Fasting from Facebook and other social media is arguably an important discipline today. While it may create more time to pray, that is not its main rationale. However, prayer and fasting often do go together, each adding to the value of the other.

In 1 Corinthians chapter 7 Paul writes regarding marital sexual union, and mentions (v5) depriving "each other ... by mutual consent and for a time, so that you may devote yourselves to prayer". This is essentially a form of fasting.

The rationale of fasting may also be expressed in self-denial during Lent - the 40 days leading up to Easter. During this time we may abstain from chocolate, wine, movies or masturbation, or something else - whatever is a bit of a stretch to say "no" to for that period. Incidentally it establishes that we are not addicted to that food or activity.

Slowing is a disciplined departure from hectic routine, similar to fasting in that it may involve abstaining from certain activities. It can help overcome our addiction to busyness so that we enjoy the present moment more fully. It counters the tyranny of the urgent and cultivates patience. It can give us time to pray through the day's commitments rather than just rushing in to them. It is usefully coupled with meditation, where one reflects on some deeper truth or passage of scripture, at a deeper level than the rational mind and engaging the imagination.

Penance is something which may be best recommended by others whose pastoral guidance we have sought, rather than simply self-imposed. It gives us time to reflect and consider the changes that are needed, and prayerfully resolve our way forward.




4.1 Discussion questions


	What does it mean to you to offer your body as a living sacrifice and spiritual act of worship? What does it involve you doing?


	What do you think it means to be a male/female made in the image of God?


	How do you think self-discipline can avoid becoming asceticism, and freedom becoming indulgence?


	What spiritual disciplines do you currently find most helpful? Which do you think would benefit you to take up?


	What is your experience of fasting (or other form of self-denial, e.g. during Lent)?









4.2 Perception and care of our bodies

Relevant to the previous chapters and the next section is the way we understand and care for our bodies. Biblically speaking, Christians have cause to be very positive about their bodies as one expression of their person (with mind and spirit), and to rejoice in all their physical attributes. However, in reality some people have things about their bodies with which they are less than happy and would change if they could. Some seem particularly concerned with body image, and even young children are now becoming obsessed with how they look and how their physical attractiveness is perceived by others. Women's magazines remind us that fashion models and television stars have body image issues.

As long as physical attributes - looks, strength, agility - have relevance to life, people will be concerned about them. Christians should resist this and learn to not be overly concerned with such bodily things, though it would be naïve to try to pretend that they don't matter at all. But beyond accepting ourselves as we are (assuming some personal maintenance in washing, grooming and exercise), it is not smart to be careless of appearance in relation either to our social lives or the workplace. We need to display a modicum of self-discipline in appearance and be sensitive to the expectations of others while understanding that fashions in body image have changed over time and are different within various cultural groups. In a romantic relationship each should communicate their expectations and understand that the whole issue is really about consideration, not just appearance. As in all but core value areas, compromise is essential in relationships.

A particular aspect of the worldly preoccupation with body image is undue concern about comparison with others, which rather than leading to sensible eating and exercise can lead to unreasonable preoccupation with diets or physical workouts, and to psychological disturbance expressed as anorexia or bulimia. To the extent that this preoccupation with comparison is related to self-esteem it can be countered with healthy and robust interaction with others in Christian fellowship, but of course there may be other pastoral issues involved which require professional attention. However, it again underlines the need for Christians to be countercultural in key areas, and genuinely supportive of one another.

The Bible reminds us that we are "fearfully and wonderfully made"1, and that the Lord is more interested in our heart or "inmost being" than our external appearance. So often we fall into the temptation of comparing ourselves to others, or feeling like we are competing for the attention of the opposite sex based purely on how we look. A female living in an Australian "Big Brother" house acknowledged that in her real life she didn't mind being her size (she is actually the same size as most Australian women of her age) but being in the house had undermined her confidence in herself because the other girls were 'thin and beautiful' and she was not thin. As Christians our self-image should not be shaped by fashion and by the expectations of others, but by our acknowledgment that we are known and loved by God, who created us 'good' and gave each of us the bodies we have. The important beauty for a Christian is that which is expressed from inside the person (1 Peter 3:3-4).

But having said that, we can affirm one another more than we do, and thereby remind one another of how in some imperfect sense we show God's image. Of course this needs to be sincere and not mere flattery, let alone a pick-up line!

Being loved by God and honouring the body he has given us provides us with some parameters. Our bodies need to be kept fit and not degraded with substance abuse of any kind - avoiding excessive alcohol consumption, overeating, drugs, smoking, etc. Being grossly overweight is likely to indicate unhealthy lifestyle as well as lack of self-control. Positively, the body should be nurtured, exercised and rested. Exercise can and should be a celebration of the physical goodness of one's body. The body should be seen as a temple of the Holy Spirit and respected accordingly (1 Cor 6:19-20). We shouldn't routinely eat to excess but be content with moderation. Drinking alcohol to excess dishonours and possibly degrades the body as well as immediately disabling us as loving, responsible people.

What about tattoos? Why do some people, including Christians, get tattoos? Is it just branding? And reaching for something permanent in a restless, transient age? Both of these have biblical precedent in the covenant sign of male circumcision. Tattoos today tend to be more obvious than absent foreskins today, but in an era of public bathing (most of history before houses had their own plumbing and bathrooms), this was usually not the case. Christian teaching and tradition would suggest that the most appropriate Christian branding is love which serves others, and the consistent, ongoing and increasing exercise of this addresses concern about transience.

Getting about seven hours good sleep each night is an important part of looking after ourselves, and it may be necessary to attend to anything which prevents this routinely. Each of us can work out what we need to function optimally, and sleep deficit needs to be made up without undue postponement.

Beyond all this, we must avoid inclining either to a pagan glorification of the physicality of our bodies, or to what might be described as an Islamic preoccupation with keeping them covered. There is no reason that Christians should not wear contemporary fashion and look cool (you don't need to be a frump, or just plain careless of looks to be holy). Style need not mean extravagance. But we do live in community and we need to think about what we wear and how it might impact on others. The Bible doesn't tell us specifically that women can't wear bikini tops or display their underwear, or bathe topless, but we are encouraged towards modesty and to avoid behaviour that may cause others to stumble. Clothing needs to be chosen with an understanding of others' gaze and what may lie behind it.

A related matter is the extent to which it is appropriate to go along with being a vehicle for advertising clothing or footwear brands which carry very conspicuous manufacturers' labels or logos.

It is sometimes easy for young Christians to assume their right to wear whatever they want without actually thinking about its appropriateness within the broader Christian community - just because you can do something doesn't automatically mean you should (Romans 14:1-4).

But beyond perceptions of ourselves we need to be affirming and encouraging of one another. This is an important part of our relationship with one another and means that we explicitly appreciate one another as part of God's creation and part of his variegated church. When so much advertising features people with attractive physical attributes, we need to be careful that our perception of other people is not shaped by physique more than the beauty of personality and spirit.

As Christians, we must be thankful to God for the way he has made each of us physically, with that thanks prevailing over any insecurity which might arise from comparisons with others. If you have any reservations in this respect, it is good occasionally to stand nude in front of a mirror and thank God for every part of you. An aspect of Christian witness is admiring and respecting the body and sexuality wholesomely, in contrast to the worship or exploitation of it in parts of popular culture, and the ascetic stigmatisation of it in Islamic culture. However, along with this is the right to privacy, and some proper instinct for that, as well as understanding that public nakedness is a matter of shame in many cultures.

We should be particularly thankful for our complementary anatomy! Guys are equipped with a spout to make urinating more convenient (unfair??) and, on a few occasions in a lifetime - to transfer semen most effectively. But beyond these basic functions, the complementarity of genital anatomy, coupled with the intense pleasure of orgasm, is something gloriously wonderful in achieving and enjoying the 'one flesh' union within marriage. The incompleteness of each individual sexually is a wonderful gift from our creator so that we need to be united with another, complementary, person in order to fully enjoy our bodily attributes and produce offspring.

Relinquishing some privacy and allowing our bodies to be seen is OK in appropriate contexts, though some modesty is called for, and generally speaking, seeing others nude is certainly not any visual enhancement! But Christians of all people should not be embarrassed about their bodies. We should rejoice in all our physical attributes, including those normally hidden which are shrouded in pubic luxuriance. That's exactly the way we have been made, and it is all good.

For earlier generations, same-sex casual nudity was boringly routine in semi-public contexts. In New Testament times hardly any homes had bathrooms and anyone wanting to bathe would generally use a public bathhouse where nudity was perfectly normal. Hence Paul's concern regarding Timothy's appearance 2, whose circumcision at Paul's behest implies that he would be seen in a Jewish bathhouse, and occasion some awkward comment or worse. If first century people had had the same hang-ups about bathhouse nudity as today's millennials they would have been very smelly!

Without making an issue of it, there would seem to be a natural appropriateness to single-sex nudity in at least locker-room and domestic contexts within a broad age group. This can be an aspect of fellowship, expressive of openness and trust, a proper carelessness of others' presence and an unashamedness which is nevertheless careful not to cause offence or give rise to misunderstanding. Casual male nudity, eg in locker room, or on a late-night "nudie run", is a properly normal blokey thing, for guys in their hairy entirety, and it has been so through history in public bathhouses. 3 But the millennial generation has sexualised and stigmatised casual nudity while normalizing porn - an inversion of values.

It is remarkable and tragic that today any young person is more likely to see sexually explicit porn images than a normal, unremarkable fellow human informally in their birthday suit. It's incongruous that what is properly private and marital is very public and in your face with porn, while normal anatomy has become self-consciously and awkwardly very private. While in principle Christians should be more relaxed about casual nudity (certainly same-sex, peer-level) than anyone, simply to counter the sexualisation of what should be natural and ordinary, today's young generation is conditioned so that even same-sex nudity may have sexual, and particularly homosexual, overtones. So an innocence and freedom is largely lost due to sensitivity about sexual identity, ironically at a time when 'gay' identity has never been more accepted. Nevertheless, in family or single-sex share house situations, an open bathroom door policy has merit, and maybe nudity coming or going there, and we know of one Christian young adult household where an occasional nude day affirms openness in this respect and defies the cultural stigma. Though pornography blurs the distinction, there is a huge difference between normal male nudity and guys aroused and in operational mode - the latter is only ever properly seen by a partner in the marital boudoir.

There is also a perspective on nudity which connects with nature, or in a Christian perspective, with unspoiled parts of God's creation. This might be expressed in skinny dipping in secluded places, rejoicing in both aspects of God's creation (but not getting carried away into naturism!). An echo of Eden perhaps? Being nude in nature can give a primal sense of connection with God's creation.4 In company it is fundamentally about freedom of being, not seeing. It is a delightful freedom if it does not need to be constrained by causing discomfort or giving offence to others.

The normality of the human body in non-sexual casual, locker-room or skinny dip situations is in marked contrast with how it is in private and intimate settings, which are in fact quite different. Pornography has confused the distinction. In the last few years this sexualisation of nudity has been countered by an artist - Spencer Tunick - who has, in a strange way, done something to restore innocence to nudity. Also the various world naked bike rides in many cities counter any sexual aspect of nudity very helpfully as an occasional and fun event, though to some extent with an anti-car agenda.

So, be positive about your body, be as modest as circumstances require, but do not be embarrassed about it or ashamed of it.5 The hidden bits of half the human race will not look much different to what you admire routinely in the bathroom mirror! Sadly, what earlier generations saw as freedom, openness and trust, today's may see as a bit gay! An innocence lost!

Notwithstanding the contrary comment above, there is a place for proper modesty dictated by instinct, humility, propriety, deference and consideration of others. Whatever our own inclination to modesty, most of us prefer not to behold the genital attributes of those we encounter day by day.

One of the effects of exposure to pornography is that individual guys can become unduly self-conscious about aspects of their anatomy which in fact are just fine and fit for purpose. This gives oxygen to a flood of spam preying upon insecurity and offering quack "enhancement", though that is more risible than becoming a serious problem at the level of porn itself. We should be no more self conscious about differences in our less-public parts than differences in the rest of our physical endowment, which in fact equips us very well for life.

There are a lot of ways to get to know and develop our bodies, in sport and other energetic pursuits as well as appreciating them in sensual pleasures such as good food and wine. We need to be bodily people as well as spiritual, with self-control in all departments.

Finally, what is the appropriate Christian attitude to the sexual equipment in and on the body God has given us? Should we abstain from any genital pleasure while unmarried, or is there appropriate solo 'sexual' activity which we can be relaxed in enjoying? Either way, we should do it with gratitude for the body God has given us and its exciting equipment.




4.2 Discussion questions


	Is body image an issue for you? If so, how do you address it?


	How important is taking care with our appearance to us? How important is it to others that we take care with appearance?


	How do you honour and respect others in your dress and behaviour? Do you think you could do so more?


	How much do you deliberately affirm others in respect to their behaviour, dress, character, etc?


	How fit would you say you are? How do you think this relates to your discipleship?


	Are there occasions or circumstances when you feel free to be uninhibited regarding nudity?









4.2a Masculinity

Several people have raised with us the question of what Christian masculinity or manhood looks like for young males, in contrast with heavy drinking and serial sexual conquests, or simply egotistical assertiveness. Dysfunctional and toxic masculinity is widespread in western society, sometimes expressed in macho caricature, emotional inhibition, sex disconnected from tender intimacy, and even in family violence.6 But in the Christian context, the concern is more about timid and passive stereotypes.

More fundamentally, masculinity should be understood with femininity in relationship, with the two together being complementary and expressing together our humanity in the image of God. Having said that, there is still the question, and sometimes the angst, of what it looks like. But trying to define either masculinity or femininity on its own is fraught with dangers as many people are sensitive to what they perceive as stereotypes intended to limit or direct what men or women should aspire to. However, since there are God-given gender-based instincts which need to be spoken to and shaped according to God's intended purposes, we believe it is worth attempting, albeit with care and nuance as food for thought, rather than purporting to be at all definitive.

Masculinity as controlled testosterone coupled with love and grace starts to give us a picture. Jesus provides a role model of masculinity in the pages of the gospel accounts. But masculinity is not hard-wired into the brain in the same way as the sexual physiology discussed in the next chapter, it needs to be learned in relationship and in conjunction with developing sexuality. Ideally, fathers form close emotional connection with sons and model wholesome manhood, but often this doesn't happen. Intimate emotional connections with other males are vital as a basis for stable maturity, quite apart from the Christian context. See also section 1.3.

The perception of church as a ghetto, or more commonly as fostering the Peter Pan syndrome where guys especially get to their mid 20s without really growing up, moving out of home, and developing autonomous social, recreational and vocational characteristics, is a serious issue. Many Christian young women feel they are surrounded by wimps, and if they are energetic and competent, they find hardly any guys prepared to take them on socially - the Peter Pans of the church are intimidated. To put it more strongly, does evangelical church subculture to university age emasculate guys who have grown up safely within it?

Manhood is a psychological, social and emotional maturity which should work out spiritually in an adult male. Masculinity involves courage to live out one's values with bravery in facing the consequences, a readiness to initiate and take risks, an emotional resilience, and a willingness to do battle with injustice, especially in the absence of popular support. For the Christian that means courage to advance the Kingdom and speak truth, even, or perhaps especially, where truth is unwelcome. The opposite of this is chickening out, staying on the sidelines, and being fearful, timid, equivocal and unwilling to take any risks which might invite ridicule. In this respect it is all too easy carelessly to allow friends' expectations to shape our behaviour.

False masculinity may involve being driven and striving to prove our worth, earn respect, and win friendship. The Neanderthal boor type is less likely to darken church doors. Masculinity should never be a reaction against feminism, however much particular manifestations of that might warrant critique.

In certain contexts, masculinity may be associated with aggression or at least competitiveness, strength, stoicism and sexual assertiveness, while others may associate it more closely with honour, hospitality and care for or defence of others. For Christians, a balance of the two is appropriate, with the former characteristics kept under good control and properly directed - though certainly not to be played down unduly. (The fact that 90% of jail inmates are male starkly reminds us that those characteristics do need to be controlled, and that without maturity, social connection and a sense of meaning in life they can easily produce feral outcomes.) While self-control is a fruit of the Spirit for all, Paul in writing to Titus (2:6) emphasises the singular challenge of it for young men. An important aspect of self-control for men is emotional mastery, so that feelings are regulated and controlled, but not repressed.

"Masculinity should be understood as having a core to it that is the expression (on average) of God's image in ways that male embodiment enables7." God's image embodied in males sums up the matter and leads to a question: how does being a new human person in Christ govern our perception of masculinity within any cultural context, given that there are multiple ways of being masculine? We are fortunate in having some clear markers of godly masculinity in Jesus. These are applicable in many appropriate models of masculinity. “Healthy masculinity is the ability to take responsibility and use the power you have to care for and nurture those around you” is a good definition.8

Looking ahead towards marriage, the desire to conquer and possess another, with sexual consummation, is not unique to males, but it is characteristic. Leading on from this, when a husband promises to love his wife as Christ loved the church and give himself up for her, he is declaring his intention to be a man of strength and self-control for her benefit and for the benefit of any children born to them. Such qualities, properly exercised in the spirit of self-sacrifice, and in relation to the partner's femininity, epitomise Christian masculinity9.

Masculinity, the social, cultural and spiritual characteristics associated with being male, is seriously compromised by lack of real friendships and by emotional isolation, so these may need attention as discussed earlier in this chapter. Masculinity is enhanced as it meets challenges so that there is a sense of being worthy to stand in the company of peers.

Dealing with masculinity here should not be taken to imply that femininity is any less significant or important, nor to be understood purely in contrasting terms. Certainly the two should not always be in tension with one another - together they are human, and no particular masculine characteristics are unique to males. We should not try to define the expression of masculinity apart from it being complementary to femininity. But in the church context femininity seems to be less uncertain and misunderstood!




4.2a Discussion questions


	What Christian models of masculinity do you observe? Do any of these have obvious virtue in your opinion?


	Is the Peter Pan syndrome evident at your church? Is this seen as a problem or virtue?


	What aspects of Christian manhood would you most esteem in a guy?


	What do you see as deficiencies in, or hindrances to, masculinity in your social circle?


	Are independence from the expectations of others and a desire to control people and circumstances proper masculine traits?


	In what ways can one be masculine and yet submissive?









4.3 Masturbation: the ubiquitous unmentionable

There is a sense in which anything we might say about masturbation is too much, which is possibly why the Bible says nothing. But it is an issue for some, all the more so because of online porn.

Solo masturbation is one of the pleasures that a gracious God has made available to us pending marriage - for those who do wed. Just as he has designed sexual intercourse to be hugely pleasurable in the context of a fuller relationship driven by eros, masturbation can be seen as his provision for the mature years before marriage - the typical 10-15 years being longer than in antiquity. 'Wank and wait' has long been the default for young males - wait for sexual consummation in marriage and meanwhile use God's provision single-handed.

Masturbation is often an essential part of a young guy's sexual management from puberty to marriage. Its precise role and individual practice will change over that progression, but broadly it can both help with avoiding porn and - for many - help to enable more rational consideration of romantic prospects, in addition to simply relieving hormonal stress.

Masturbation is best seen as incidental to unmarried life, rather than a mainstream activity like sex in marriage. Thus it is to be enjoyed or abstained from according to what is most helpful to each individual. There is a wide variety of practice among godly Christians. Generally, for guys, a therapeutic wank is preferable to the discomfort and distraction of 'blue balls'. We don't think God hands out brownie points for enduring 'blue balls' when he has provided a ready means of relief.

The main thing is to start by acknowledging that God has made you as he has complete with sexual inclinations and arousal etc, so that prima facie enjoying all that within the obvious constraints is good and proper. Thus, you need to work out for you where that proper enjoyment may move over into being driven by lust (properly understood, and certainly not meaning just admiring thoughts causing sexual arousal). A further consideration is how enjoying it fully takes the heat and intensity out of thoughts which end up as lustful fantasies.

Being relaxed about masturbation can help focus attention on boundaries of behaviour and especially thought which actually do matter. What is happening in the head is much more significant that what is in the hand. It is in the head that lust must be countered and porn avoided. Sexual thoughts, daydreams and arousal are normal and proper, but progressing those to lustful possessive fantasies crosses over into sin. Corresponding to that, wet dreams and masturbation may be wholesome, or not.

For those not married, masturbation can and should be a normal and proper activity, especially for males. Like all the pleasures that God has provided, its full-on enjoyment needs to be qualified, in this case by self-control and avoiding focused lust. Masturbation that is porn-driven either immediately or from stored mental images is obviously unwholesome. See also the discussion of pleasure and self-discipline in 4.1 above and also section 2.5.

However, for many millennials, masturbation and porn are conceptually and practically inseparable. Many find that firmly resisting masturbation is helpful in closing the door to porn, and that certainly needs to be the priority. Others use it to derail the urge to open porn.

As with many good things in life, not everyone needs to choose to enjoy it, let alone full-on. Abstinence can be proper and good simply as self-discipline. Many young adults do find that prolonged (if not permanent) abstinence is helpful in disciplined, godly discipleship.

Each person needs to work out what is best for them in using and enjoying masturbation or abstaining from it, and perhaps to change their practice as they proceed from puberty towards marriage, with a focus on avoiding porn, curbing lust and maintaining self-control.

That is really all that need saying - the rest of the chapter elaborates for those who may be wrestling with the issue.




Lust or legitimate?

Nowhere in the Bible is masturbation mentioned, let alone stigmatised or condemned, which leaves it as a perfectly legitimate enjoyment for unmarried Christians. It can also be, significantly, an effective way of deflecting and disarming lust - which is where we need to focus our sex-related attention. In itself it is a proper and virtuous way of enjoying that body equipment pre-marriage.

Lust and the general question of self-control set the boundaries, which are likely to be different for each person. So within the boundaries, which are worked out usually in late teens, enjoy it if you wish and thank God for the human sexuality which this can help you look forward to expressing in the way that is designed. Enjoy every aspect of your body!

Masturbation is the normal genital enjoyment, with sexual overtones, for any single person.10 Although for Christians it has often become identified with indulging lust and sometimes associated with internet porn, we should be free to enjoy it in a godly way, without it leading us into lust or it being an expression of lust. The Bible has a fair bit to say about sexual lust, and that should be taken very seriously. We each need to be more concerned about what's in our head than what's in our hand.

This puts the focus on our minds as the frontier of sin, hence the need for this section which is deliberately in the body part of the book, not the sex part. Any sin related to masturbation is in the head, not the hand, and that opens a wide range of possibilities. The following is much more about male attitudes and activities, because that's where most angst is, but the question is certainly not confined to males.11

In addressing the questions of lust and masturbation it is important to be biblical rather than Pharisaical. The Bible is on about sexual lust, not masturbation. In certain Christian circles lust is sometimes defined very widely to include any sexual thought about anyone. This is not supported either by the English language or biblical usage - see chapter 2. We personally need to focus on minimising lust, with our thinking and practice of masturbation supporting that in those years before marriage. (Viewing pornography is obviously an indulgence and incitement of lust.)

Enjoying tactile stimulation and orgasm solo and privately is a normal activity in the sexual development of males especially. There is no good reason for it to be stigmatised so that it becomes overlaid with guilt and shame to the extent that sometimes happens in Christian circles. Church teaching on it is often ignorant and idiosyncratic, promoting asceticism based more on Gnostic dualism than on anything biblical.

The link with the ubiquitous availability of internet pornography is addressed in section 2.5. But here it needs to be said that the main reason that many Christians are abstinent is the persistence of mental images from previous porn access - the mental 'wank bank'. These can take a long time to dissipate. Patient restraint is a better way forward than reviving and refreshing them.

There is a wide variety of Christian conviction, approach and practice on this issue, simply because masturbation may be a number of things for different people on different occasions. It may be innocent, virtuous, helpful to sexual management, or quite unwholesome. Some young Christians prefer to abstain from it because for them it has close association with focused lust or experience of pornography. Others simply find that less of it makes life easier on the lust and porn fronts. The purpose of writing here is to put some boundaries around the activity, but not to prescribe within them.

While some people cannot see how any hormonally-stoked masturbation should be tolerated personally, others have enjoyed it full-on throughout their premarital years with godly appreciation, sublimating rather than indulging sexual lust. Some have changed from frequent enjoyment to abstinence, many to conditional enjoyment of it, finding that periods of abstinence can be empowering as a way of asserting control over what can tend to become habitual.

We hope to show that various practices and approaches within the boundaries are defensible biblically and sensibly, without going out on a limb to commend one approach or practice, nor to assert intrinsic virtue to abstinence. Unlike premarital sex, this is a grey area without clear scriptural guidance, people are different, and any single approach on this matter is never going to be right for everyone. Strength of libido is obviously one factor affecting one's approach to it. The godly instincts of those brought up in faithful families are laudable individually, but not necessarily justified or in themselves pastorally helpful if expressed in sexual moralising. Appendix 2 is a light-hearted attempt to cover the diversity of views.

Certainly masturbation is a side issue to the relationships covered in chapters 2 and 3, which is why we address it separately. Sex is about relationships, and ultimately about the union of marriage12. We have described the one-flesh relationship of marriage for humans as part of what it is to be created in God's image. Like many things to do with our bodies, masturbation is basically biological and a significant way of enjoying one's body pending marriage, though with some important caveats discussed below. It is distinct from eros-driven human sexuality which is part of being in the image of God. Perhaps the main similarity between sex and masturbation is that both are essentially private, though not necessarily furtive or secret. But in contrast to masturbation, human sex is essentially relational, and the genital aspect fits within that and acquires real meaning from that. (see also ch 2) There is a significant transition needed from solo masturbation which is essentially self-centred and focused on orgasm to marital sex focused on being one flesh with another person and self-giving to them. The contrast between orgasm focus and one flesh focus needs to be clearly understood in the lead-up to matrimony.

But some Christians, especially young men, do find the matter a challenge for a variety of reasons. The impact of pornography on youth and young adults is a major reason, addressed in 2.5 and briefly below. Another reason is because apart from that, it is stigmatised in some churches and Christian youth groups by undue emphasis of negative aspects so that it then becomes a distraction, sometimes simplistically painted as an unjustified expression of lust and hence a grievous sin. Perspective is lost, and humour is replaced by anxiety, if not guilt and shame.

It also needs to be addressed thoroughly because there are many young Christians with a high view of sex in line with plain biblical teaching and who are prepared to save coital intercourse for their marriage, and not simply treat it as recreation meanwhile. From late teenage, most people are sexually active to a significant degree, and where Christians stand apart from that, masturbation inevitably assumes more importance than it would otherwise13. Despite that, there is no well-defined theological ethic of masturbation, as there is with premarital sex, for instance14. Recourse to masturbation can enable patience, and patience with restraint is necessary to find the right life partner without undue hormonal urgency. We see it as primarily a body, mind and self-control issue. Much depends on whether it is occasional, habitual or obsessive and how it occurs.

Biologically, sexual activity follows closely on sexual maturity. Historically there has been a much smaller gap between puberty and coital sexual experience than is common today among Christians (and of course that gap is small among those with a more hedonistic view of sex)15. Biologically and socially this adolescence and young adulthood raises the profile of masturbation and means that Christians must address it more sensibly and openly than hitherto.

Although it is a private and solo activity and therefore is not sex, masturbation will usually and properly be accompanied or preceded by sexual thoughts to some degree, and it is here that issues may arise, particularly for Christians. It is sometimes called 'solo sex', or more accurately a solo expression of sex, on this account, though anything relational is simply in the mind. But we avoid this term because there is a real sense in which masturbation is generally the antithesis of sex, since it is about self-pleasuring rather than ravishing another person. Compared with coital sex, it can seem a ridiculous activity, which is why humour is usually important in discussing it!

For younger people today the issue of hormonally-stoked masturbation is sometimes totally overshadowed by and tied up with internet pornography, and it is often that which has to be the chief reference point in considering it. But before looking at the influence of pornography, some further basic thoughts.

One problem is that when people, especially guys, most need to be able to talk about it they may find doing so most difficult. The vocabulary tends to be sin-based, which is usually unhelpful, so needs to be extended as we do here. There is a behaviour spectrum between hypersensitive hang-ups and obsessive or entirely unconstrained indulgence, especially that driven by lust, and neither gives rise to easy conversation. Both extremes are undesirable and in between there are different Christian views which can be conscientiously held, though perhaps not equally applicable to male and female.

As with any other pleasures available to us, the fact that we are free to enjoy this pleasure doesn't mean that everybody should do so, nor any of us all the time pre marriage. Abstinence for a time, or all the time, may be good for a variety of reasons - not least, asserting self-control! In saying that the activity has a proper place for most people pre marriage, we don't dismiss the virtue and benefits of abstinence which expresses restraint (rather than subcultural stigmatising). St Paul writes of short-term abstinence in marriage (1 Cor 7:5), an obvious parallel.





The lust link and porn

Lust, the intense, unbridled covetous desire for something, and in particular to have sexual gratification with a particular person, or even dominate that person, is a ubiquitous temptation. It is listed in the Bible among carnal attributes which need to be 'put to death' (Col 3:5-8) and needs to be countered as a high priority by Christians. It is important to note that neither established English usage nor biblical usage support using that term for normal sexual attraction and thinking about attractive people with quickened pulse or even arousal, which is an important aspect of the way God has made us. These instincts are by design properly human, and cannot sensibly be called lust. Focused lust is when they are not controlled and cross over into intense possessive fantasies of sexual conquest.16

The proper excitement of sexual physiology and personal attraction can readily develop into focused lust as fantasies flourish, and individuals will perceive the transition point differently. Certainly it's before desire becomes ridiculous fantasy. There is an important difference between thinking warmly and positively about someone, with quickened pulse, yearning, and maybe arousal on the one hand, and allowing a train of thought which is stoking the dopamine and directed towards physical sexual indulgence on the other.

A wide range of sexual thoughts may precede or accompany masturbation, if they are benign, wholesome and not lustful, that is positive. Often those thoughts will lead to increased sexual tension, especially if there has been a wrestle to terminate a lustful train of thought, and it is here that masturbation to sublimate those inclinations can give an innocent sense of relief. For those whose minds have escaped pollution or poisoning by pornography, there is a fairly wide gap between a blank mind and real lust or genital fantasies, and in this area of thought about sexually attractive people or situations there is plenty of room for following through on sexual arousal to proper and innocent or even virtuous enjoyment of masturbation without it being lustful. But once warm thoughts progress to mentally undressing a person and focusing genitally, that crosses over into lust!

However, significant exposure to pornography closes that gap significantly, and may effectively rule it out. If masturbation is inexorably associated with lust, as for many of those who have had major teenage exposure to internet porn and become addicted to it, the advice from many counselors is that abstinence is likely to be best, at least for a few months (or even years). Certainly the scope for innocent or virtuous enjoyment of masturbation will be limited for the time being. So for anyone who has or is emerging from significant porn addiction, where masturbation is compulsive, it may need to be in the sin bin and off the agenda, since for many it inevitably brings up those images and associated lust.17 (However, lust can be aroused from a variety of stimuli, and minimizing it requires attention to those, as well as self-control on other fronts. For instance, if seeing lots of exposed flesh at the beach sends lust soaring, go somewhere else, or walk there at some other time.)

Similar to but apart from any association with pornography, masturbation can be an expression or indulgence of lust. Certainly, pursuing an intense lustful fantasy to a wild masturbationary climax cannot be a proper Christian experience, any more than the same in a porn session.

On the other hand, and as commonly experienced, masturbation can be used to head off and sublimate the development of lust (or an insistent urge to open porn) when one is aroused in any sense. While orgasm does give a quick dopamine peak, it also discharges and interrupts the build-up of a more substantial dopamine fix. So masturbation can short circuit or nip in the bud that development of thought,or reaching out to porn, which some of us find hard to arrest otherwise. Similarly, it relieves sexual tension where that has built up from enjoying time with - or even just thinking about - someone you are strongly attracted to. This is a positive way in which it is frequently used. Sublimating the inclination to lust by masturbation may be good sexual management.18 Some would argue that this short-circuit is still an expression of lust, but the point is that it's a lesser expression than allowing the train of thought to develop or to be indulged in a lustful frenzy viewing porn. For those who have significant sexual experience before coming to faith, masturbation can be a helpful bridge to sorting out a new approach to sex.

An individual needs to steer between two possibilities on the criterion of minimizing lust: masturbation reviving any porn images from the past which return one to that scene, or 'getting it off' so as to diminish a condition of sexual excitement or tension and help to avoid it developing into fresh lustful fantasies or porn sessions. For different people with different libidos and experiences, minimizing lust will be achieved in different ways, sometimes with masturbation, sometimes with abstinence from it.

We all have sexual thoughts which can easily get out of control to become lust or unwholesome fantasy, and that requires humble confession and forgiveness. It is the thoughts rather than any manual actions which are significant. If wet dreams are morally acceptable, then masturbation with similar thoughts surely cannot be in a different category, simply because it is voluntary rather than involuntary.19 There is no obvious moral distinction between the same kinds of sexual thoughts associated with wet dreams and masturbation. Some writers conflate pornography, lust and masturbation unhelpfully. In principle, the Christian need is to distinguish them, to avoid porn, to control lust, and perhaps to keep the hormones under control in the usual single-handed fashion so as to counter lust.

Entertaining lustful fantasies of sex with people outside the commitment of marriage is simply wrong! On the other hand, it is quite proper to be thinking pleasantly and positively about people who are sexually attractive to you, and for this to cause emotional stirring and have some physiological expression without becoming lust. It's a question of drawing the line somewhere between yearning for connectedness, relationship desire, etc and rampant lust as we have attempted to define it in chapter 2 and above. And if lust flows to fantasy-focused masturbation, that simply compounds the unwholesomeness.

Achieving greater sexual purity is a proper aim, depending on what is meant by that. If the notion depends on an unjustifiable definition of lust, for instance, misplaced guilt will make it elusive. In any case, masturbationary abstinence is much more likely to be an outcome of sexual purity rather than a means to it! Confusing or equating the two is a recipe for eroded self-confidence with unreasonable sense of shame and guilt. Massive expectations in relation to minor issues always distort perspective. It is easy for guys to be weighed down by a sense of failure or defeat in something that is intrinsically not wrong, rather than rejoicing in the way we are made and finding ways to control and enjoy our sexuality prior to its consummation in marriage. Some of these ways are elaborated in the previous chapters on sexual relationships.

For guys with high libido who find that spending time with attractive girls revs them up hormonally to an extent that social interaction is distracted or self-control threatened, then unload the gun beforehand! Quietly getting your rocks off immediately before the social engagement can allow you to focus much better on the personal and social aspects of time together, and will greatly reduce the intensity of temptation to go too far physically. It can be a valuable prophylactic before a date so you avoid being too breathless and aroused.

Our plea is to avoid making masturbation a criterion of godliness, spirituality or even self-control, as churches sometimes do, without allowing for the wide variety of people endowed with different sexual physiology and life experiences. Whether individuals find it helpful or unhelpful, innocent or lust-tainted, is up to them. Contra the conditioning of some Christian upbringing, it can be an entirely proper means of sexual management pending marriage, and good for a laugh at the same level as arising from other activities which are pursued more enthusiastically by some than others! (Porn however is no laughing matter.)





What about the Bible?

The Bible has plenty to say on sexual relationships. Sexual intercourse is a fundamental part of God's design, and in his letter to the Ephesian church St Paul puts marriage forward as an analogy of our relationship with God (Ephesians 5:25-33). This forms the obvious context for any sexual feeling or expression outside of marriage.

The Bible's teaching on self-control and what we do with our bodies is central to how we understand the matter, especially if one is seeking to "be transformed by the renewing of your mind", as we have noted St Paul putting it (Romans 12:2). "Each of you should learn to control his own body in a way that is holy and honourable, not in passionate lust like the heathen" (1 Thess 4: 4-5). Elsewhere, after cataloguing all sorts of sexual immorality he also reminds his readers that the body is a temple of the Holy Spirit, so needs to be treated accordingly: "Therefore honour God with your body" 20. And more basically, where Paul is qualifying the notion of freedom in the context of sexual immorality (1 Cor 6:12): "'Everything is permissible for me' - but I will not be mastered by anything."

So, we have the mind being progressively renewed as a key consideration in the light of what was discussed early in chapter 2 (2.2) about lust, coupled with self control and the question of how we honour God with our bodies while avoiding immorality.21 Marriage has to be the main reference point about bodies and sex. So whether these passages are taken to be negative about masturbation or not depends on whether one perceives an absolute distinction between enjoying genital stimulation and orgasm in sex within marriage, and enjoying it single-handed, with thanks to God. A person's definitional conditioning regarding 'lust' and 'immorality' also bears upon the matter via the conscience.

Lust control should be the main determinant of whether masturbation is enjoyed, or whether (attempted) abstinence is better. The main Christian issue with masturbation is whether it diminishes or exacerbates lust, and no one can make a call on that except oneself, on the basis of one's own heart and mind. Certainly the brain is the main sex organ, not the bits further down.





The social angle

Masturbation may provide relief for a sense of social insecurity and difficulty in relating to people, or it may be a way of dealing with stress. If there are underlying reasons of this kind, it is important to focus on them and deal with them, not the symptoms.

Masturbation does nothing to address social needs, even if it may arise from loneliness. In fact it is more likely to divert attention from active engagement socially. Readers of this section are urged also to read Section 1.3 on Intimacy in close friendships, which talks about a more important topic, one which is often emotionally related. Even for very horny guys, heart intimacy is a more basic need than getting their rocks off. And if masturbation is driven by a deep loneliness, then it is vital to find ways of addressing that need.

Mutual masturbation with girlfriend/ boyfriend is effectively crossing over into having premarital sex, and is discussed briefly in section 3.8. Don't go there!





Body and mind

Masturbation is very much a body issue, even if mind issues control and drive it. For guys, some active enjoyment of arousal is likely helpful in keeping the equipment exercised. Wet dreams with just the semen discharge deal with geriatric tadpoles but they don't exercise the hormones and nervous system as well (or as pleasurably) as a good wank! They are on their own not much of a preparation for coital sex, physical stimulation of an erection to climax is much closer to that.22 But conversely, regular masturbation can condition us to expect sex to be all about our own self-indulgent pleasure and a quick orgasm, rather than giving ourselves to another so as to transcend selfishness. As suggested earlier, there is a real sense in which masturbation is the antithesis of sex.

Short of masturbating, we need to be able to enjoy our bodies as given by God, and not extend the self-control into a sort of psychological self-neutering. If a guy has come to believe that tactile and sensuous enjoyment of his morning erection is somehow unspiritual, then what on Earth is his understanding of God's good design? Worship would be a more appropriate response to enjoying the full complement of our bodily attributes! God has made them all 'very good', to be enjoyed with pleasure and self-control. The sensual aspects of the genitals are as 'good' as the manipulative abilities of the hand or the sensory capabilities of ears, nose and taste buds. But guard the thoughts! Except for the committed ascetic, masturbation is prima facie a wholesome and proper self-pleasuring activity for those not married.

The brain chemistry associated with masturbation means that it does establish mental pathways, so it does matter what is in mind immediately preceding or when doing it. Obviously potential marriage partners may feature highly, and it is here that the practice does become properly sexual. It can have real value in a relationship if the mental pathways affirm the beloved person, but doing it as the climax of wild fantasy about what you would like to be enjoying with them in bed would be lustful indulgence. Of course, porn images are the antithesis of any kind of positive relational thoughts.

A model of Christian practice which commends itself to us is general abstinence from masturbation, but when in a relationship doing it associated with thoughts of the loved one as a person, not in respect to any coital sex (ie as lust). This steers clear of being promiscuous or adulterous, the mental pathways are positive, and the 'me now' self-pleasuring acquires a longer and sexual perspective. (We note that this is widely approved as marital practice when partners are separated, though possibly there the dynamics of lust are not so inappropriate!)





Adolescence

Unless overtaken by pornography, in teenage years the hormonal urge towards self-pleasuring relief may be a more pervasive driver than well-developed sexual fantasies, and if so, there is no strong reason to see the act itself as negative in any particular moral sense. Teenage guys' systems work well with masturbation daily, but usually rather less, and diminishing with maturity. For girls we understand it is both much less prevalent and less frequent. But another teenage need is progressively to learn self-control, including lust control! It is never too early to develop masturbation routines which actually displace the tendency to lust or look at porn, and which sublimate, disarm or derail it.

Christian hang-ups about masturbation and its stigmatising may very well make young Christians more vulnerable to pornography. Just as Paul in 1 Cor 7:1-7 makes it clear that marital sex is an antidote for extra-marital immorality, so masturbation can be an antidote for premarital lust growing into sinful fantasy or more, and it can diminish the attractiveness of porn. The reason, "so that Satan will not tempt you because of your lack of self-control", or disarming temptation, is just as relevant outside marriage as within it, and the application to masturbation pre-marriage seems obvious.

As the adolescent stage gives way to more mature consideration, the prospect and experience of relationships (rather than just rampant hormones) becomes a greater factor and frames the issue 23. Self control then assumes greater importance, making it appropriate to rein in the activity - especially if it has become at all habitual or compulsive. Some Christians find that masturbation becomes less appropriate after adolescence and with the stronger development of romantic relationships, where self-control needs to be to the fore in other ways too. After teenage years especially, self-control may appropriately become abstinence.

Our main advice is: don't stress about masturbation in teenage years. Whether you enjoy or abstain, remember that what goes on in your head is more significant than what you do with your hand. Lust is the issue to focus on.





Pornography again

As discussed more fully in section 2.5, pornography must be avoided, and Christians should avoid internet porn sites like the plague. We underestimate the addictiveness of pornography at our peril. The fact that access is so easy and so private means that the temptation can be great. It has migrated from needing computer access to all sorts of portable devices. Heading it off has to be a major priority personally and as part of the mutual responsibility of fellowship.

In teenage years any porn addiction seriously distorts the process of growing up emotionally as mental pathways are reinforced to substitute genital preoccupation for social engagement. At any age it steadily erodes the ability to enjoy normal personal relationships in their sexual dimensions. Romance is displaced by voyeurism and lust. Once the attraction of porn is indulged, and addiction ensues, it can be a long way back. 24 This needs to be a key aspect of accountability relationships among young bucks! Internet accountability software is recommended even as a precautionary measure if the attraction is real, and certainly it has an important place remedially.

For young women the fundamental issues are the same, though physiologically the masturbation temptation is much less - young male arousal is very hard to ignore, the mechanics of male orgasm are simple, and habits form easily. This means also that pornography is less a problem for girls.





Self-control and abstinence

Finally, like anything else, masturbation must be subject to self-control and not allowed to become entirely habitual or compulsive. That self-control must be primarily in our minds. An undue focus on the activity itself often leads to a pharisaic preoccupation with avoiding it, rather than a biblical focus on minimizing lust.

Many guys find that masturbation is a battleground where they grapple frustratingly with the basic challenge of self-control in relation to what may have become habitual. They may experience it as the pervasive influence of the old nature in conflict with the aspirations of the new life in Christ (Romans 7:14-25). In that sense it is handling the conflict which is important, more than the particulars in themselves, but a month or two of abstinence will resolve uncertainty. Each person is different, and the 18-year old Christian guy whose supreme achievement is to get it down to once per day is in a different place from his friend whose fortnightly wrestle with lust is the frontier of temptation. Certainly self-control does not necessarily mean abstinence in this area or many others, though it should demonstrably enable abstinence.25 We should not let ourselves be ruled by rampant hormones.

Self-control is basic on a much wider front than this issue! We all accept that regarding words and actions, including behaviour towards others, also mostly regarding our appetite for food and drink. Self-control means simply what it says in most respects, it does not usually mean abstinence unless a desired activity is harmful.





Rules or principles?

Church teaching which stigmatizes masturbation - apart from the recovery stages out of porn addiction - is likely to be profoundly unhelpful in encouraging a wholesome understanding of sexuality. In fact it is more likely to exacerbate the problem with porn. Making a big deal of the matter is likely to mean that the church is self-selecting for wimps, or simply low-testosterone types - a very serious form of self-abuse at the corporate level 26.

More bluntly: Focusing on what is in the hand rather than what is in the mind is essentially Pharisaic.

The need for young adults to be able to talk reasonably openly about masturbation with peers in the church context is obvious and must be encouraged. By that we mean giving it space in public discourse and teaching, and for individuals to be able to talk and laugh about it at least with close friends. The fact that it's private doesn't mean it's unmentionable. While eschewing the contrived genre of dirty jokes, it is really good to be able to laugh about sexual matters in the context of being frank and open with close friends and accountability partners. Humour helps keep the issue in perspective, and is a great antidote to temptation.

Martin Luther or his mentor referred to masturbation as a 'puppy sin', which should not be allowed to preoccupy anyone. Today, the diversity of views and practice in the church needs to be open and talked through openly, on a biblical, balanced and rational basis. This should extend to the allure of porn, and how that relates to masturbation.

For teenage guys, apart from accountability partner(s), it may be good to talk with an older person such as youth pastor, mentor or father (mothers' role tends to be limited to making sure there's a box of tissues near your bed!).

For long-term singles, masturbation is an entirely appropriate activity to be enjoyed without inhibition, though within the same constraints of self-control, minimising lust, and avoiding porn. Or it may be better avoided for the same reasons as discussed.

Fundamentally masturbation is a normal, healthy and proper activity for single people, qualified principally by consideration of what accompanies it or drives it in the mind. For Christians, that qualification is basic - sexual lust is sinful. No-one should be dissuaded from feeling free to enjoy masturbation pre-marriage, and whether that freedom is expressed in activity or abstinence needs to be decided by the individual in the context of understanding and reflection. Many have found that a good masturbation routine helps one be a bit more objective about when to marry and to whom. But for anyone, prior porn addiction may make its practice unwise, or even rule it out.

There are several relevant truths and principles:


	God has created us as sexual beings and that sexuality is good.


	Self-control is a fruit of the Spirit.


	Sexual lust is a sin to be strenuously avoided or at least minimised.


	The Bible says nothing specifically about masturbation.


	In biblical times marriage was generally fairly soon after puberty.




Masturbation summary (mainly for guys):

It may be self-pleasuring in wholesome anticipation of fuller relationship, and hence sexual to a degree It may be self-indulgent antithesis of sex It may be to relieve sexual tension It may be an escape route to sublimate build-up of lust It may be an indulgence of lust, in which case lay off and grapple with that temptation head-on If it often revives porn imagery, or is in any way driven by porn, stop it and default to abstinence If it largely accompanies porn, the porn addiction needs to be dealt with urgently Abstinence (or nearly so) is good, and may be principled, pragmatic re lust, or preventative (of porn recall) or some combination of these Controlled use and enjoyment of masturbation is OK In moderation, and without the boost from pornography or unconstrained lust, masturbation should be seen as a God-given tool for sexual management which is useful for some unmarried people, not necessarily all.

But:

Maintain a positive and thankful attitude to your sexual equipment and the pleasure of it, Remember that self-control is an important fruit of the spirit, So, curb lust.

For the fairer sex: we forbear from advice! But the issues are the same.

4.3 Discussion questions for guys:

There are a number of different ways young guys enjoy and use masturbation, or aim to abstain from it, in curbing lust and closing the door to porn. Have you worked out what sexual management strategy best suits your nature and discipleship? Have you discussed this with accountability partner(s) and submitted it to that accountability process?

What factors affect your approach to masturbation?

If you masturbate, can you assert your self-control by ceasing for a month or two?

Can you enjoy sexual feelings and arousal without needing to masturbate to climax?

Can you talk openly among closer friends about these questions? Laugh with them about such matters?

Are you in danger of a preoccupation with masturbation which makes you less conscientious about sins like pride, selfishness, covetousness, etc? Or socially withdrawn, even?

Do you think masturbation might provide relief for a sense of social insecurity and difficulty in relating to people? If so, how can you address those issues? (it is important to do so!)

How does being in or out of a romantic relationship affect your attitude to masturbation?

How helpful or unhelpful do you find your church's teaching in this area?





4.3 Discussion questions for girls


	Have you worked out what is the best sexual management strategy for yourself in relation to issues such as lust control and masturbation? What factors affect your approach?


	Can you talk openly among closer friends about these questions?


	Do you think it would be appropriate for you to have or express a view about whether your boyfriend should masturbate or not? Do you feel that you understand the propensity of young males in this regard?


	Would you be upset if he thought about you when masturbating? Or if he didn't? Or if he thought about someone else instead?


	How helpful or unhelpful do you find your church's teaching in this area?








4.3 Discussion questions focused on pornography experience


	Post puberty, did you masturbate a lot before being seriously attracted to porn?


	If so, did you feel good about this, or was it a matter for significant shame and guilt?


	If you have had a serious attraction to porn, did the occasional urge to masturbate lead you into a porn session?


	or was the porn session usually the main driver of the activity?


	In fighting the attraction of porn, have you sought help, or implemented the 90-day abstinence outlined in 2.5?









Notes









1. Psalm 139:13-16, referring to an individual's awareness that "you created my inmost being, you knit me together in my mother's womb."



2. Why would Paul have circumcised Timothy (Acts 16:3) if he were not likely routinely to be seen nude by his or Paul's detractors? In a first-century Jewish bathhouse, foreskins would have been frowned upon.



3. Unashamed locker room (single sex) nudity is often considered part of team building, and there is no reason for Christians who likely have a more developed sense of fellowship to dissent from that, as long as it is not sexualised. At its most basic level, nakedness means vulnerability, hence nudity in this context is a quite significant statement of openness and trust. It is a matter of doing, not seeing. Casual nudity emphasizes common humanity and diminishes individuality. A nude person in this relatively public context is stripped of clothing-based signals of social status or image.



4. This is distinct from any social skinny-dipping in pools at parties, which today tends to be fraught due to sexual connotations of group nudity, or even suffer the 'gay' stigma.



5. Immediately after the marriage passage in Genesis 2 we have the man and his wife both being naked and feeling no shame. But after the Fall in Genesis 3:7, shame enters the picture. Countering that and trusting others so that you are relaxed about letting them see you unclothed would seem to be in line with that early Genesis account and closer to the way things are meant to be.



6. Domestic violence is a cowardly vice which is incompatible with Jesus-minded masculinity and discipleship.



7. William Struthers, Wired for Intimacy - how pornography hijacks the male brain, IVP USA 2009. Chapter 6 on Masculinity is a much fuller treatment of the subject then we can provide here. In Tim Chester's book Captured by a Better Vision Gordon MacDonald is usefully quoted as identifying three cultural stereotypes defining masculinity: a real man is a hunter and provider, he fears failure; a real man is a stud, he fears rejection; and a real man is a fighter, he fears powerlessness. When men think private thoughts, Nelson, 1996.



8. Alan Stewart, Sydney, October 2020.



9. Abp Peter Jensen, The Age, 28 August 2012.



10. The La Trobe National Survey of secondary school students 2018 found that of about 5300 adolescents in years 10-12, 96% of males and 83% of females identified 'touching your own genitals' as sexual behaviour. The term masturbation was not used in the survey.  http://teenhealth.org.au/resources/Reports/SSASH%202018%20National%20Report%20-%20V10%20-%20web.pdf.
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5. Recreation - rest and rebuild


	Recreation is vital and part of the fabric of creation.

	Some contrast with work is appropriate.

	Rejoice in God’s creation of your body and the natural world.



We have a commandment to rest one day in seven, and it seems that this is primarily re-creative for us, in relation to body mind and spirit. One day in seven is foundational, built into the fabric of creation, to give us space for worship and recreation - physical, mental and spiritual. We do need it!




Sabbath rest and renew trust

The principle of Sabbath rest and reflection is important. It needs to be seen as a proper means of remembering grace and tuning in to our Creator rather than anything legalistic. In Old Testament times the one day in seven rest was unique in middle east religions. Sundays for many of us are a convenient occasion to practice Sabbath rest, coupled with community connection and worship and perhaps family interaction. It's not just the break from physical work, but the respite from being driven that may be most important. Note that rest is not the same as recreation, which may become frenetically active. But for the Christian, Sabbath rest should always be a part of recreation.

This actually requires a surprisingly strong act of will, and it is something that has to be reinforced by habit and supported by social convention in the faith community. It does not feel natural in our busy lives, so requires some firm discipline. Taking regular Sabbath rest from work is an expression of our trust in God that this is appropriate. It also means that we can trust him in our work context to ensure that we are not actually needed 24/7. The world, and our part in it, will not stop because we do on a regular basis.

We also need a substantial portion of time specifically set aside to focus on God, as part of obeying the Greatest Commandment of worship. We also need time for leisure and recreation, both weekly and also less frequently, eg annually. As implied in the later sections on guidance and vocation, work is a major aspect of our role on Earth. That work - and the study which is an aspect of it or preparation for it - takes many forms apart from the remunerated employment which is a feature of many lives. The point here is that some break from this is necessary and appropriate. Without the Sabbath rest our work is likely to become the main means of defining who and what we are. Beyond simply taking a break and resting, the character of that break has a lot to do with our social relationships and our stewardship of the broader opportunities provided to us.

We also need the day off each week so we do not get unduly tired and run down. If we are to be pleasant and shining God's light among those who have never thought about God, then it is important that we have adequate rest so that we don't revert to being grumpy and irritable. Overwork can lead to breakdowns and sickness which is both incapacitating and a bad witness.





Contrast with work, attend to beauty

Some contrast with our main work is appropriate - physical endeavour of some kind for the sedentary and intellectual pursuits for the labourer for instance, so as to exercise the whole person, usually daily but also on a weekly cycle. Sunday worship and other fellowship occasions through the week are of course central recreational opportunities for the Christian, in more ways than one. There is much discussion today on so-called "work-life balance", proposed as a counter to any workaholic tendency and elements of the prevailing culture. It is indeed important to have a balance between vocational work and the rest of life, and to ensure adequate recreation, but we should not be drawn in to endorsing a minimalist approach to work under that rubric, or using it as a rationalisation for laziness (as often occurs). For many of us, a mere 35-hour working week would be poor use of our gifts, energy and opportunities. See also chapter 11.

Recreation also opens up opportunity for us to be creative for the sake of simply enjoying and indulging our interests, without the slightest connection with the need for output which to some extent drives our work endeavours.

It also should enable us to pause and enjoy beauty - in nature, in music, in theatre, in works of art - wherever, and to give thanks for such, for all true beauty ultimately derives from a creator who made things good. Even as Ian writes this, he is enjoying the sublime beauty of good music (Beethoven) as both balm to the soul and an encouragement to worship. Incidentally there is no case to be made for esteeming the works of Christian composers and artists above those of others (eg Mozart) on aesthetic grounds, nor being less thankful to God for their output, though there may be special dimensions of appreciation added by knowing that a composer or artist was inspired by his or her faith and love for God. Here, the biblical admonition to esteem what is good, rather than what is trivial, sleazy or spiritually unhealthy, is clearly relevant.1

Many Christians find walking or similar immersion in nature a refreshing opportunity to reflect on the beauty and goodness of God's creation, and to enjoy the natural world. With increasing urbanisation, the contrast between that and the thoroughly artificial context in which we spend most of our time is marked, and thought-provoking. It readily leads us to an increased appreciation of both the beauty of nature and the need to care for God's creation. It may also help us reflect upon the huge benefits of what humans have done with God's abundant provision in creation, in enabling the standard of living which most of us enjoy.

Social media interactions on the internet such as Facebook can be a very positive recreation, but also it can be a substitute for real face-to-face relationships. The whole question of internet involvement extending to electronic games and alternative reality involving avatars must be approached with some caution and reserve, and open communication with wise peers and accountability partners. Avatars can become a means of indulging lust and other sinful inclinations with less constraint than real life. Electronic games can become as addictive as gambling or pornography, so keep any attraction firmly under control.

Recreational choice needs to have regard for spiritual dimensions of activities like yoga and some martial arts, not to mention New Age superstitions and Freemasonry2. To some degree many such beliefs and activities are tainted by pagan spirituality and this can be a snare to Christians, who find that they are compromising their commitment to Christ as his disciples by a positive acknowledgment of other spiritual powers. If in doubt, keep clear until you have researched the matter properly. Look for Christian adaptations of activities with dubious provenance.





Active recreation

A holiday is not only about whether we've had a good rest or a pleasant experience, but also whether we have had a chance to reflect and reaffirm priorities. A good holiday provides some perspective on busy lives. It helps us become more resilient in a world of often transient and superficial personal aggrandisement, selfish ambition, consumerism, and much that is tacky and shallow. We can return with a renewed sense of purpose, energy and enthusiasm.

So some contrast with surrounding hedonism and consumerism is also appropriate. Recreation which is alcohol-dependent, relentlessly self-indulgent, or mindlessly celebrity-based would raise questions of values. Positive moral values have as much place in recreation as elsewhere. See also section 1.6.

In a day and age where we seem to always have a screen in front of us or an ear plug in our ears blasting us with music, we need to be cautious about just what is going through our minds. What is the effect on us of the music we listen to, the games we play, the web sites we look at and chat on, the movies we watch and the books we read? Are all the contents good for us or perhaps diverting or even damaging our minds subtly? How selective are we on social media? These are questions that each Christian needs to ask on an individual level, relative to their own maturity and vulnerabilities. There is no rating system as to what we should be taking in, but simply the question of what is edifying in our spiritual growth and what is likely to hinder that.

If recreation is to be re-creation in a meaningful sense for the Christian, in that it is edifying to us and builds us up as people and as Christians, it cannot be merely passive. Spending hours in front of TV, looking at whatever happens to be on, is not an edifying or re-creational alternative to exercise, socialising or reading, for instance, though limited use of TV as a switch-off from daily pressures may be appropriately recreational for some. However, many things on the TV or movie screen, chosen deliberately, are indeed edifying. Good movies are arguably the best insight into our culture and very appropriate food for thought and conversation for most of us. But both TV and internet surfing used unthinkingly tend to be addictive, time-consuming and brain-deadening rather than re-creative. Arguably they are today's opiate of the masses.

Sport is an important recreation - both watching and playing, but pre-eminently the latter! Team sports especially are an expression of human creativity and of social interaction which builds friendships and community. More than even workplace relationships, they bring us into wholesome connection with others so that the relationship as well as the physical aspect is good and congruent with a life of worshipping a creator who gave us bodies to rejoice in. Those bodies are to be offered to God as a living sacrifice, along with the renewing of our minds (Rom 12:1-2). The social aspect means that team sport is normally a better way of keeping fit than simply solo gym workouts or jogging. Physical recreation may also be competitive or simply intrinsically challenging, which for many people makes it more valuable recreationally.

The movie Chariots of Fire tells the story of Eric Liddell at the 1924 Olympic Games. A strong Christian, he explained his godly motivation by saying “When I run, I feel His pleasure”. His athletic prowess was a worshipful offering to God, just as for many of us, our work is. Our recreation can be the same. But conversely, just as work can become addictive, so can recreational activities such as running, gym, or almost anything else. Moderation and balance is needed, as everywhere in life.

Clubbing: Among students and young adults, a common recreational activity involves going out dancing and drinking with friends, often with the aim of picking up a man or woman for the evening or night. Many Christians also enjoy going out dancing and drinking with friends. Apart from the challenge of moderating alcohol consumption, the Christian needs to be wary of the sexually-charged atmosphere of clubbing venues, and avoid compromising situations. By remaining in the company of others with similar values, perhaps including Christians, the positive aspects of clubbing can be enjoyed without foolhardy exposure to temptation. But it will often test the support provisions discussed earlier, and wisdom is required, with restraint and self-discipline. Certainly avoid venues where drugs, uninhibited expressions of physical intimacy, or simply hooking up are the norm!





Discussion questions


	What are your main recreational activities or inactivities? What balance of active and passive?


	What are your main challenges in getting adequate recreation?


	Do you have a problem with tending to overdo any form of recreation?


	How does God feature in your recreation?


	Do you actively cultivate an enjoyment of beauty? Which aspects of God's creation appeal most?


	Are there particular challenges for you in pubs and clubbing?








Notes









1. Mozart is disparaged by some Christians because of his licentious lifestyle. On the other hand we have his Mass in C minor "The Great" in which one can sense real worship of God, in both composition and performance by chamber orchestra, choir and soloists. In fact the reviewer of a Melbourne concert performance said as much! This should remind us that God's sovereign power and his creative activity work very effectively through very fallible people, even like us! Putting Mozart on a cultural blacklist if followed to its logical conclusion would eliminate recognition of all human activity!



2. Astrology, of course is more obviously pagan and beyond the pale for Christians.
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6. Stewardship versus consumerism and waste


	We need to understand ourselves as stewards or trustees of our abilities, time and money.

	Countering consumerism and expressing liberality is a point of witness.

	Stewardship of money needs to be thoughtful and organised according to priorities for investing in God's kingdom.

	Supporting individuals can be on the basis of paying it forward, never repaying.

	Waste is a basic ethical issue.

	Financial wealth can readily be seductive.



A vital part of our discipleship is how we organise and share our abilities, time and money, which could be called our assets. We are stewards of all these - managers who are accountable to the Lord of our lives. If Christ is our Lord then his authority must extend to all that we have and are. Faithfulness here is a reality check on our whole Christian life and profession. But as with every other aspect of discipleship, the picture can be confused, and there is a very real danger of rationalisations being made on account of the spiritual warfare we are engaged in.




Gratitude responding to grace

The starting point in all this is an understanding of God's grace. Until we begin to appreciate what he has given us and done for us, we can only very imperfectly grapple with what it means to share our time and money liberally with others. But in fact our lives need to show God's grace in many ways, and how we outlay the time and money of which we are trustees is basic, if not always public. Stewardship is gratitude responding to grace! Generosity needs to be a way of life which finds practical ways to love people. In a sense, life is all about giving. The more you give - time, love, encouragement, service, sometimes money, the richer you become!

Stewardship of time is basic, and we all start with the same 24 hours per day. While recreation is important (chapter 5), it doesn't extend to undisciplined wasting of time with endless gratification of the senses through TV, games, social media and so on. Time needs to be invested wisely in our youth. Later on, the issue of money-time trade-offs arises, and we may decide to pay for others to do what we are quite capable of in order to invest time elsewhere in learning, service or simply more valuable work. There is no virtue in living in such a way that our work and ministry is compromised by penny-pinching.

But here we focus on money, which must be thought of both in capital and income terms. Let's start by being clear that we are not owners of our money if we have given our lives to Christ. We are trustees. Stewardship of abilities is considered in the Guidance and the Gifts & Vocation chapters, ch 10 & 11.





Money and what we use it for

Mostly in the West, we are hugely affluent relative both to our ancestors and to most of the world's people, who are no less deserving than us. Our affluence and prosperity are both a distraction and an opportunity. Money can be corrosive, but if thoughtfully and prayerfully spread around, a modest amount can achieve a lot. Giving shapes the heart.

A basic question concerning stewardship of money is how much we need to live on, or more commonly, how much we are justified in spending on ourselves. What is an appropriate lifestyle for Christians who can afford some choice in the matter? Should we identify with the poor? Should we identify with the social set in which we find ourselves as a result of education, vocation, and geography? We do need to belong somewhere in society, and to a large extent many of us have some choice in that, without being as extravagant as others with whom we share community. One important consideration relates to hospitality. We must be able to exchange hospitality with others on a reciprocal basis without embarrassment. If there is too much disparity in lifestyle and dwelling, this becomes fraught and if it is within our power, eg to move down in either respect, we need to change.

Certainly Jesus' exhortation not to "worry about tomorrow" needs to be trusted, because our heavenly father knows and provides for our needs, as described in the Sermon on the Mount - Matt 6:25-34. Anxiety should not displace generosity as we "seek first the kingdom of God".

Consumerism is an all-too-prevalent aspect of our western culture and it is a point where Christian values should stand in contrast, though they frequently don't. In some respects it is a cancer on our values, in others a means of self-expression or an alternative spirituality, and in others an addiction to acquiring - not simply things, but also experiences. Many see it as effectively the main religion of the West. Consumerism is born of many factors, including a simple enjoyment of new and diverse things, the delights of indulgence in pursuing desires, and covetousness. It may provide a source of identity and self-esteem.

But it is essentially individualist and ultimately a kind of never-satisfied addiction - there is always more desire for something new but not really necessary, and the pursuit of that is a kind of spirituality. People may spend for the transient gratification of doing so, or out of a sense of social expectation that their lifestyle matches their neighbours'. Shopping can be a metaphor for life, and manipulative marketing can provide an illusion of purpose. Christians should stand well apart from this - not as total ascetics, but certainly not dominated by it, for the sake of their souls as well as their stewardship. 1 It is amusing, though also insidious, that so much advertising is inviting us to "save" by spending to buy things or services we don't particularly need!

Consumerism is about acquiring, rather than about things as such, and by way of contrast there is an appropriate materialism which values things as part of God's provision, uses them appropriately and looks after them, not readily discarding them. But it is hard to find products we need that are capable of enduring, and being repaired at sensible cost. We need to educate and re-shape our desires towards the values of God's kingdom. Cultivating an instinct to repair rather than throw out is more appropriate for Christians, and contentment can displace covetousness.

Countering consumerism is increasingly a point of witness. We need to give a lead in recognising that very often "must haves" are in fact "don't needs". Within God's provision there is a liberality of things and experiences to be properly enjoyed - it is a question of priorities and balance. The faithful disciple's epitaph should be "born to give", not "born to shop", and all of us have a role in witnessing to the difference in life. "Retail therapy" is a delusion which serves only consumerism. For both our health and our witness we need to assert and practice giving over getting in every part of our lives. We need to be open-handed, not tight-fisted and grasping.

Often the things that should mean the most to us, such as Christmas - the birth of Christ our Lord and saviour - are made so crassly commercial and consumerist that we - and certainly many around us - lose the meaning of them. It becomes all about what you will receive or who can give the best gift. It's depressing when one approaches Christmas with dread regarding meeting expectations of presents which risk being just more stuff for those who already have more than they know what to do with, and expecting to get more stuff than you need or know what to do with. For some of us, consumerism has hijacked celebration in advent. But there are other ways of giving - to a project in the third world, as a surrogate gift to a family member or someone else, rather than giving them something they don't really want and may never use. We need to reflect and consider just how consumerist we are becoming and draw attention to what are the true meanings behind events, festivals and holidays rather than being too readily identified with the consumerist ones. See also chapter 1, section 1.6 regarding shared values.

Fashion is an expression of human creativity, but also it can become an idol and a rationalisation for waste, in discarding what is no longer so fashionable.





Social implications of spending

Middle-class consumerism isolates the poor, who are made pariahs outside of functional society, or who are led into spending what they cannot afford on goods and services they do not need and possibly do not even want. Christians must resist this and stand up for social structures, behaviour and values which are inclusive. We should aim for a faithful frugality which enjoys the good things of life provided by a bounteous God, avoiding asceticism, but which also stands in clear contrast to material extravagance and consumerism. It is all too easy to rationalise the "need" for a new electronic product or car which is not central to our work or family life.

Consumerism also stands in contrast to our being made in God's image as creative and loving individuals. If our imagination and desire is satiated by consumerism, there is little scope for those creative and generous attributes to flower in industry or art, or even in production to meet the needs of others. The image of God is not relentlessly desiring and discarding.

Christians are enriched by giving, not getting. The more you can find opportunity to give, the more you will be blessed and enriched!

While the prosperity of western society today means that consumerism is probably more prevalent than ever before, it is by no means new. Jeremiah 6:20 articulates God's scathing comment on decadent Israel facing judgment and exile: "What do I care about incense from Sheba or sweet calamus from a distant land? Your burnt offerings are not acceptable, your sacrifices do not please me." But the warning fell on deaf ears. We too need to heed the warning about seeking first the values of the Kingdom of God, without reacting to consumerism with an asceticism which represents material things as evil or ungodly.





Greed or liberality

The Bible in many places links greed with idolatry, in that greed captures a person's love and trust and redirects their service - whereas all ultimately should be properly directed at God. So at a visceral level it diverts and usurps our allegiance and devotion, and God uses money to test and prove our faithfulness to him. There are two expressions of greed: excessive acquisition or addiction to consumption, and treasuring one's assets or possessions with reluctance or refusal to share (Matt 6:10-21). Accordingly, contentment and generosity are two counter attitudes of the heart, leading to peace and giving respectively. Jesus talked a lot about money in this respect, and Matt 6:24 about no-one being able to serve two masters - God and Money - is a key text, followed by a reminder about misplaced trust. Ultimately, the solution to greed is being rich towards God, not materially.

Another thing to avoid is the prosperity doctrine which creeps into parts of the church. This asserts that it is God's desire to bless us with material financial prosperity, as tends to be indicative of his blessing in the Old Testament. In our New Testament context however this is a seductive lie - he wants to bless us more than that, and paradoxically it is often through suffering that he does so. Certainly suffering is much more an expected corollary of Christian life than material prosperity, and when we lose sight of that we have been properly seduced by the world.

However, God does endow some people with material prosperity and possessions, which confers a responsibility and privilege for using that gift carefully and constructively, as a steward. As Jesus told us: From him to whom much is given, much will be expected (Luke 12:48). David Bussau, founder of Opportunity International put it thus: "Money is like manure - if you pile it up it stinks, but if you spread it round it grows things!" The saying in fact has become an aphorism.

Liberality, meaning a freeness in giving of one's resources, is an outworking of love, and is enabled by developing an attitude which perceives material things as secondary to human and spiritual ones. Our generosity with our abilities, gifts, time, money and homes should increasingly reflect that of our Lord. In God's economy we give in order to have more, to be blessed more richly, and to have more to give. But that must be learned in each person's experience, not simply accepted as a proposition! And generosity tends to be infectious.





Managing our money

In relation to money, we need to be deliberate, intentional and reliable. The maxim of "give, spend, save" - in that order - has considerable merit. We need to budget (e.g. one tenth of after tax income as a 'tithe', or whatever) and allocate that according to thought-out priorities, allowing some scope for new opportunities and fresh needs to be met. Then we need to implement it progressively, not leaving it to the end of the year and finding that we are too constrained to find the cash. If we do keep putting it off, that will always be the case! It is a question of whether we offer the first and best (as in the Old Testament) or just what is left over, perhaps even at the level of what amounts to petty cash in the context of our annual income.

The proportion of money we budget will certainly depend on our situation in life — whether single or married, then DINKs or SIFKs (Double Income No Kids vs Single Income Four+ Kids), and the lifestyle we adopt. The lifestyle is a big variable, often insufficiently considered or discussed, and for which we are each fully accountable. While we cannot ignore our social and work context, and may default to a large measure of conformity with the lifestyle involved in both, that certainly does not need to be so in all respects. We need to justify the large percentage that we keep and spend on ourselves or save, at least as much as the 10-20% (or more) of our time and income that we invest in God's work. In fact that large percentage should be as much a focus of individual prayer as what is on the budget list for the 10-20% or whatever - maybe a nominal 90% could be 80% or even much less. No income is too small for us to act in faith, and no income is so big that we should not be deliberate and careful with it. And no-one should be too busy to be bothered with others.

Rather than 'giving' to worthy causes and people we need to think in terms of investing in them and in what meets their genuine needs, especially in what clearly advances God's kingdom. Our thinking and discourse needs to be on strategic investment, effective investment and godly investment, not simply relying on giving being intrinsically virtuous. The idea of investment puts a disciplined and rational edge on the liberality and generosity which should flow from our lives.

Practical questions of detail on the income side as one makes one's way in post-student life include whether to tithe pre-tax or after tax, how to treat realised capital gains and personal salary-sacrifice superannuation contributions, how to treat perks such as car and allowances, employer's super contribution, etc. On the expenditure side they include: proportions to local church (generally first priority), evangelism and youth ministry, overseas missions, social work, specific projects, specific individuals, etc.

All that will sound a bit way out for those on student incomes, but it is never too early to start thinking in terms of budgets, priorities and commitments, or we end up in the petty cash league of Christian 'givers'. For others it will simply seem to be saying "be sensible". But many Christians simply do not get round to thinking clearly about these issues so that they can then follow through by making sure that they reliably implement what they decide upon.

Priorities in giving. Having thought through the broad possibilities, the next task is to work out which causes are most worthy and/or needy in relation to our own priorities under God, and to relate financial support to what we support in prayer. Some worthy causes are well supported by others better endowed because they have a high profile, and some needy causes are not particularly worthy in terms of applying funds effectively or efficiently. Some worthy and strategically-important causes lack popular support and rely on Christians being wise, thoughtful and perceptive. We should think, pray and research this carefully, not simply giving to whatever is closest to hand, best marketed, or shouts at us loudest. Look for where there is an intersection of strategic importance and personal interest.

Giving our time and effort is even more basic than giving money. It's easy to talk about God's love for people but without being his active agents in showing it. Hospitality is a prime way, but also taking particular interest in people to help or encourage them, mentoring, looking after an elderly person, or maybe backyard blitzing a single mum's yard. Sometimes such opportunities are matched with financial needs, so be able to put your money where your mouth is when it comes to being generous to those around you.

A basic discipline concerning money is to keep some track of where it goes. A spreadsheet or cash book will enable keeping track of the main items and categories of expenditure, and incidentally help with annual tax returns.

Finally, and because of our infinite capacity for rationalising and even self-deception, we need to be accountable in respect to financial stewardship to someone who will not hesitate to challenge our priorities and performance, as with stewardship of our time, gifts and in other ways. It is helpful to have one or two accountability partners in working out and annually revising our stewardship budget. It may be the same person as the accountability partner for discipleship discussed in chapter 1, or it may be someone in a similar life situation re income and family commitments.

A good tool for this is a stewardship budget on paper or spreadsheet, dividing up the proposed total by setting monetary sums against each desired recipient, then a column for what we part with and invest each half year. This is both good self-discipline (it's amazing how forgetful of those targets one can become) and it is a tool for reciprocal accountability. A normal budget sets the upper limits of expenditure, and one aims to spend less. This budget is the opposite, in setting the lower limits and not limiting the scope to give more. Certainly whatever target is set is not an upper limit, and we need to be open to give above and beyond, and indeed to seek opportunity for doing so. It is important to be liberal in giving and hence flexible upwards from our budget, ready to sacrifice cheerfully.





Paying it forward

A concept worthy of much greater prominence in Christian circles is paying it forward. If we are loaned some money we normally expect to pay it back. But an alternative is to pay it forward. In this case the loan is more in the nature of a gift but can be received without creating a sense of obligation within that relationship. The recipient may be asked to pay it forward, so that the money or whatever has been received is something to be passed on in similar fashion to another who is needing it. This can be when the recipient is ready and able, not at a specified time. In a context of trust and a common understanding of stewardship, this becomes a liberating and perhaps snowballing beneficence. In this context, the idea of repaying is antithetical to grace.

Paying forward is of course what we all do in respect to intercessory prayer and encouragement - the praying and encouragement that have benefited us are passed forward to others. Perhaps because money is easily quantified the instinct is often to pay back, even when this is not expected, but a principle of grace would suggest there should be both readiness to receive and an eagerness to give money and assets as much as prayer and encouragement. Where offering money as a gift will sometimes be awkward or even patronising, offering it as a loan which is to be paid forward is empowering and a strong statement of trust as well as generosity. It avoids any fostering or implication of a mendicant attitude in the recipient. The empowerment comes from conferring the authority on the recipient to decide to whom, how, and when to pay it forward. It is important that the trust should extend to not requiring any accounting to the original giver/lender. Overall it cultivates generosity with money - worth doing these days! 2





Our prosperity today

Abundant possessions are a corollary of prosperity, and of a consumer society. We are too easily impressed by those whose sense of meaning and even identity depends on what they have. The New Testament makes it clear that we should hold possessions very lightly, and that they can be a real impediment to discipleship. Certainly greed and envy are hugely corrosive of Christian values. In our well-endowed circumstances in the western world asceticism is not generally a sensible response to this danger, but generosity and openness to doing without can be. Our possessions are justified primarily on the basis of making us better able to help others, either directly or through equipping us vocationally to do that helping. See also following section on hospitality.

But even just our comfort enabled by prosperity can be a trap. Do we become deaf to the needy and indifferent to the resentment that conspicuous personal wealth can create? Is our Christian profile too much identified with that comfort, indifference and wealth? More seriously, in the West has our 'prosperity ripened the principles of decay' of our civilisation, as it did in Rome long ago? 3





Property and investments

In Jesus' remarks to his disciples recorded in Luke 12:33-34 it is clear that the challenge to us is in terms of capital as well as income: "sell your possessions and give to the poor", leading to "treasure in heaven that will not be exhausted" or stolen. Giving is an investment in the Kingdom! "For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also", so transferring our treasure can change our hearts. This raises a big question regarding what we each do with what we find that we have. If we are stewards of our capital, converting it to cash and giving it away is not necessarily the best strategy.

In the common and relatively straightforward example of home ownership versus paying rent, the one course of action gives us an appreciating asset which may even be free of capital gains tax, the other ensures a significant drain on after-tax income indefinitely but avoids commitment to that major possession and sometimes vocational limitations which are a corollary of it. Of course paying off a mortgage is also a drain on income, but with an end in sight. And home ownership gives some insulation for a whole family against the financial effects of loss of job or other unforeseen economic challenges.

In respect to owning income-producing or appreciating assets such as shares, we need to be clear what we are doing as stewards, and not simply follow advice which is based on materialistic criteria and wisdom of the world. It also relates to our gifts and guidance in life as discussed in chapter 11. Questions of annual yield and longer-term appreciation are relevant, and the weighting will likely change from our 20s to retirement. A basic question is what we want that capital to do while in the hands of others - some investments are much more in line with God's purposes than others.

One aspect of possessions is with property such as a holiday house if one's horizons and budgets at some stage extend to such. In between just using it for private family use and a semi-commercial situation where it is treated as an investment, is this possibility among others: Let it out to friends only, on the basis that they decide the rent and then pay that to one of two or three charities you nominate. You don't need to know the amount, nor does the transaction risk degrading your relationship.





Debt commitments

Another matter is the question of debt. Many young adults, on the basis of good salaries and the prospect of more to come, enter readily into mortgage and hire purchase arrangements in order to obtain their own real estate earlier than they otherwise could, or to keep up with peers in enjoying the good life. While there is nothing intrinsically wrong with either owning property or debt finance, Christians need to consider more carefully than most the implications (not to mention the motivation) of this, since those arrangements can readily become a burden or hindrance if radical vocational changes are entertained a few years down the track, or simply if other personal circumstances change.

A less deliberate form of debt of course is routinely carrying forward credit card balances. This is apparently a significant issue with young people seduced by consumerism. Certainly it raises major questions about priorities and needs. It seems to us most unwise in any Christian stewardship context - credit cards should be seen as a convenience, not a means of debt financing of life. If debt is needed, there are less extravagant ways, and the rigorous process of justifying one's need to a bank manager is a good discipline.

Another aspect of debt is entering contracts for mobile phones, broadband internet, etc which tie up a proportion of our income for some time ahead and may become a burden. It is vital to assess the real cost of these against our real need for them, then give them a proper priority which is not inflated by the consumerist expectations of peers. A good deal of self-discipline is needed.

Two issues not discussed here because of the limited audience are superannuation - how much to put in above the legal minimum? And inheritance - what should you leave for your progeny?





Contentment in having enough

A final word from St Paul: "Godliness with contentment is great gain. For we brought nothing into the world, and can take nothing out of it. If we have food and clothing, we shall be content with that."4 Such a perspective on money and possessions will free us from many distractions and the corruption of greed and envy. It's appropriately countercultural and a powerful witness to real values that endure. That contentment is learned and trained, not an intrinsic attribute, and it contrasts with unregenerate covetousness. It gives a sane and sure perspective on life, and leads to Paul's final word on the matter here (v10): the love of money (etc) is a root of all kinds of evil.

A good article on storing wealth "in heaven" (Matt 6:19-34) or more practically, investing in God's coming kingdom, is from the Theology of Work Project.5 We need to focus on what investments will help change the world rather than just make us more comfortable and secure? The article concludes with the question of "what kind of attention you should pay to material needs and the accumulation of resources. If you pay anxious attention, you are foolish. If you let them displace your trust in God, you are becoming unfaithful. If you pay excessive attention to them, you will become greedy. If you acquire them at the expense of other people, you are becoming the kind of oppressor against whom God's kingdom is pitched."

Most of us in western societies, relative both to most of the world's population and to our forebears, are very wealthy and comfortable, without even deserving that. We need to remember and take to heart that from those to whom much is given, much will be expected (Luke 12:48). This of course is much wider than just money, but how we use money is a start.

Download the stewardship budget pro forma here.





Discussion questions


	How do you set an appropriate level of lifestyle and expenditure? What are your reference points?


	How do you perceive and then counter consumerism in your own actions?


	What do you see as the main effects of consumerism among your friends?


	Would others say that liberality is a feature of your life? Would you claim it as a fruit of the Spirit in you?


	What have been some of the blessings you have received through giving?


	How, in practical respects, do you budget your financial stewardship?


	How do you allocate priorities in it? Is this a significant aspect of your prayer?


	Is this part of an accountability partnership?


	How do you justify or rationalise your possessions? Your savings? Your accumulation of capital?


	Has the absence or abundance of money preoccupied you?


	Do you have difficulties or awkwardness in giving to individual people? How do you resolve this?


	Do you have significant debt?








Notes









1. One positive aspect of consumerism is that choice is foremost, not fate. That resonates with the need to choose responsibly.



2. In Luke 6:35 Jesus says: "lend to them without expecting anything back." If this is exhorted re loving our enemies, how much more so for others!



3. Edward Gibbon, The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire. "The decline of Rome was the natural and inevitable effect of immoderate greatness".



4. 1 Timothy 6:6-8, which continues (v9): "Those who want to get rich fall into temptation and a trap and into many foolish and harmful desires that plunge people into ruin and destruction", and finishes with v10 about the love of money being a snare (quoted in text); also Phil 4:11-13, being content in any and every situation.



5. https://www.theologyofwork.org/new-testament/matthew/the-kingdom-of-heaven-at-work-in-us-matthew-5-7/wealth-and-provision-matthew-6/store-your-treasure-in-heaven-not-on-earth-matthew-619-34?utm_source=TOW+General+Mailing+List&utm_campaign=6cac2d51f4-2017_most_popular_email&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_1c42ba570e-6cac2d51f4-128338161
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7. Hospitality - the forgotten ministry


	Hospitality is a basic Christian expression of openness and practical love.

	It is central to Christian identity.

	It can be the epitome of Christian witness in respect to lifestyle.

	It is an important means of ministry and witness.



Hospitality is a very basic expression of God's character of openness, in practical ways. It is a context and opportunity for exercising love, as well as being a witness. In the Bible it is an expression of the character of God's people, and is therefore central to Christian identity. It is a manifestation of God's Kingdom.

Hospitality demonstrates the authenticity of faith. More fundamentally, God is hospitable to us, and we need to invite others to experience that. The Greek word for hospitality, philoxenia, means 'love for strangers' - the antithesis of the related word xenophobia.

Hospitality is often the epitome of Christian witness in respect to lifestyle and simple engagement with people. In exercising hospitality we can very effectively demonstrate Kingdom values. It needs to reach out well beyond those we are familiar and comfortable with to correspond with the cultural norms of biblical times.

The paradigmatic story is Abraham and Sarah, who in providing hospitality to strangers, unknowingly entertained angels (Hebrews 13:2).




Important aspect of giving

Hospitality is related to both individual stewardship and fellowship, as well as other topics above. While most obviously this has connotations of food and home, it is fundamentally something personal, making space for another person and giving them honour and attention. In modern cities we often cope with crowds by avoiding engaging people with eye contact or more, and in a basic sense hospitality is the deliberate and selective reversal of this, opening the heart well before opening the home.

The Lord's main teaching on hospitality is in Luke 14:12-14, about inviting those who are in no position to reciprocate. In the context of a culture which was bound up with status and reciprocal obligation we learn that hospitality is an expression of God's Kingdom and it should reject both considerations. It is important that it should include those who cannot reciprocate and it should be an expression of grace with absolutely no regard to status. Then you (not just them) will be blessed! That is a very radical call and is emphasized in the following parable of the great banquet, where the invited guests make excuses so are replaced from the streets and lanes.

While staking out that principle of grace as important, in practice allowing reciprocity avoids the appearance of being patronising.

Hospitality is often not easy, and can be complicated, as cultural tolerances are stretched and disagreements are exposed. Hospitality enables us to demonstrate that love transcends disagreements, as Jesus famously did in eating with sinners. Much depends on the Holy Spirit to overcome and enable.

Holding back from hospitality because you feel you cannot do it well enough is profoundly sinful! It amounts to letting pride displace love. The quality of food or anything else material is beside the point.

There are two distinct circumstances for considering hospitality: the shared home and our own home.





In the shared home

Most of us have a period of our lives, after leaving the family environment where we have been subordinate, when we come to share a home of some kind with peer group individuals. Whether long or short, this period is one with its own challenges and opportunities.

In particular it means that the way we operate and interact ceases to be what has evolved under parents and becomes an expression of our own personal Christian values and identity. Sometimes that expression raises a few questions!

How do we best show love and consideration in our domestic behaviour? For many of us when we detach from the parental apron strings that is an immensely challenging question which we shy away from. One reason we do so is that we want to assert a new freedom from tidiness and domestic order which may have been imposed. That is cool, whereas replicating the parental way of doing things is not only uncool but likely repressed, hung up and 'anal'.

But what does a chaotic kitchen and eating area piled high with dirty dishes and pans mean? Most obviously it means a lack of easily accessible clean cutlery, crockery and cooking gear, not to mention much diminished space to operate. It also has health implications perhaps. And it establishes a pattern of lazy avoidance that becomes harder to break out of as time goes on.

But the main thing it means is that we are consigning our personal responsibilities to the commons. We are in effect saying that we don't care if our laziness makes life less convenient and more stressful for our fellow housemates - perhaps so much less convenient that they can never exercise hospitality to their friends in any significant way over a meal (unless they make a Herculean effort to clean up a bit first). Hardly an expression of love and care. (Of course there will be times when we need to dash out without washing up, but an apology followed by attending to the mess as soon as we can is the civilised way to go.)

In fact quite apart from consideration of others around us, cleanliness, organisation and personal discipline make our own lives easier if we think about it, and enable us to focus on more significant things than the washing up. They also have social outworkings as touched upon in the first part of chapter 4.

Dealing with a congenitally lazy minority in a shared house is a challenge, and where reasoned persuasion fails, less subtle and more creative means may be needed. But the expression of love and care in so doing is no less needed than in our individual behaviour as a domestic group member.

Interaction in a shared house or flat involves consideration of others in all our behaviour. There needs to be a sense established of what we are each able to put up with happily or perhaps a bit grudgingly from the others and what we expect them to put up with from us. This applies to noise, music, amount of personal junk left around in common areas, use of kitchen and bathroom (eg time under shower!), and so on. Getting to a mutual understanding and agreement on a range of such matters is wonderful training in life skills, and is at the heart of the value of living together.

Beyond that is the question of what communal life - in a sense, group hospitality - there is in a shared home. It is possible simply to live under the same roof with minimal interaction, but often there is a positive opportunity to interact in fellowship at some level. In this case some agreement needs to be reached on the priority given to this, and if weekly shared meals are a routine, then they need to be accorded some priority.

The guiding principle is: how do we express love and consideration to one another in our routine behaviour? How do we witness to people that we are not just lazy and self-centred?





In our own home

One of the great benefits of having one's own home - whether bachelor flat or family residence - is the opportunity of utilising it for hospitality, and one of the richest rewards of having such a home is the exercise of hospitality in it. Hospitality in the New Testament, as in experience today, needs to be a distinctive attribute of the Christian or Christian family. Sadly, it is not always so, and this should be challenged, as hospitality is a primary means of both fellowship and outreach, two of the basic purposes of the church. Make your home a centre of your ministry!

Sometimes people feel unable to offer hospitality because they cannot "do it" as fully or lavishly as they would like. So they do nothing, which surely misses the point. Though in a sense hospitality can be considered a gift (and thus not ubiquitous) we all need to be able to offer some hospitality at all sorts of levels, from the very ordinary, where we do not go out of our way at all beyond opening the door and sharing our table and our time, to occasions when we go to a lot of trouble for guests, preparing special food and organising time-consuming trips to events and places, etc. It is the basic level that is important for every Christian, and which witnesses most eloquently to the values of the Christian.

As mentioned in the previous chapter on Stewardship, the need to exercise hospitality may impose limits on our lifestyle. We must be able to exchange hospitality with others on a reciprocal basis without embarrassment. If there is too much disparity in lifestyle and dwelling, this becomes fraught and if it is within our power, eg to move to a more modest level in either respect, we need to do it.

Our hospitality needs to be thoughtfully inclusive of those who would otherwise be alone and lonely. Plan hospitality to include such people on special occasions such as Christmas day, and also routinely.





Enjoying the hospitality of others

Relying on many other people's hospitality (if traveling or arriving in a new place) gives one a sense of how important this is. Without it, life would be much more expensive or maybe worthwhile things would be out of reach. People's hospitality gives expanded opportunities coupled with a fresh realization of the need to treat everything we have as not really ours but as God's, for us to utilize as stewards. The reciprocal of this realisation of course is the real blessing that exercising hospitality brings!

A significant aspect of hospitality in the home is bringing people together. Intelligent and prayerful matching of people to come together over a meal or other occasion can bring great blessing and joy to them. There need be no grand agenda in this, no matchmaking in the marital sense, but simply connecting and extending fellowship in the context of time to talk and share, often with the enjoyment of food.





Making it happen

Whatever our situation, we ought to set up our homes and our lives with hospitality in mind, and we can expect to be greatly blessed as we do so and enjoy the exercise of hospitality at all levels. It needs to be seen as a gift and not in anticipation of being paid back in kind. If there is any sense of repayment involved it needs to be in the sense of paying it forward, to others.

Christian hospitality is of course not solely an expression of Christian fellowship, though that is fundamental (Rom 12:13). It is also an opening of ourselves and a giving which is not restricted in scope, and as such is often a powerful witness.

If hospitality brings a significant financial cost increment on living expenses, we should include it as part of our personal stewardship budget. But there are many ways in which we can set up our homes to enable easy hospitality. One obvious aspect is what drinks one keeps on hand - soft drinks, beer, wine, spirits, etc - beyond one's own and family preferences.

How we exercise hospitality needs to be a significant aspect of our prayer.

In Jewish culture, the meal table is central to relationships and hospitality. It is an occasion to acknowledge God's provision in the food we eat, and to express the relationship of our common humanity. In the New Testament context, eating with someone implied acceptance of them; so it is today. You never know who you may be entertaining by opening your house to people, nor how much it means to them. You can never tell how God may use this opportunity and what may come out of it, which is why it is so important always to put hospitality at the forefront of our priorities.1

"Playing host is a supremely Godly act. We open up our homes and our resources to others, tendering to them something of ourselves, offering them sustenance, hospitality and friendship, seeking their betterment and ours. Small wonder that Jesus marked the end of his earthly life and the start of his resurrection with meals." "Food's purpose is relationship." 2 The table needs to symbolise Christian engagement with people, in sharing food, in conversation, in opening hearts and lives both within and beyond the Christian community. There is ample precedent and example in the gospel accounts of this, and Jesus' teachings point forward to the great banquet, God's ultimate hospitality!





Discussion questions


	What are your main opportunities for hospitality?


	Could you organise your life to increase them?


	What have been some of the blessings you have received in offering hospitality?


	What are some of the challenges and complications you have experienced?


	Which is the bigger issue for you: the principle of grace or the principle of reciprocity?


	If in a shared house: what are the main challenges to your exercise of hospitality?


	In your own home: are there particular ways in which you need to do more hospitality?


	What have you learned from the hospitality of others?


	Is exercising hospitality a significant aspect of your prayer?


	Why not set out to invite at least one person or work colleague from outside your normal circle for a meal each week?








Notes









1. Jesus' words re hospitality in Matt 25:34-46 are very relevant.



2. Nick Spencer, LICC, 25/8/06 and Simon Holt, Zadok Perspectives 113, summer 2011 respectively.
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8. Personal Prayer - how organised?


	Prayer needs to be central to our lives and express our fellowship and ministry.

	Intercessory prayer needs to be thoughtful, deliberate and organised.



Prayer is a central and important expression of our relationship with the Lord. Also prayer to the Lord is an outworking of our fellowship and other relationships. The people involved in those relationships are a major reason for and subject of prayer, which can then be seen as a partnership with the Lord to whom we pray. It is important to see prayer as a joining with God in his purposes, rather than conscripting him to support ours.




Central role of prayer

Most of us do not sufficiently centre the routine of our lives on prayer. It is here that we can expect to deepen our experience of faith, and be open to the unexpected insight or even to an experience of God's Holy Spirit in special ways. There is no substitute for time spent in prayer, informed by and based on our understanding of God from Scripture.

We acknowledge that disciplined "quiet times" may become dry and formal, but it is better to work and pray at enlivening them than simply dropping them or letting them be squeezed out. What sort of solution is that?

And as for the perennial problem of fitting in a quiet time reliably, that in one sense comes down to a matter of arithmetic: what time you need to be out the door in the morning, minus adequate time for everything (including quiet time) before that, minus how many hours sleep you know you need equals the necessary time to go to bed. Set a loud alarm to remind you! Lamely saying that "I'm not very good at getting to bed before midnight" is a cop out if used to excuse chronic failure.

And perversely, the disciplined quiet time may be a trap too, in allowing us to forget about prayer at many other times of the day. Properly, much of our activity and social interaction needs to be framed and supported by intercessory prayer. This may just be mentally lifting people and occasions up to the Lord, or sometimes it may be short articulate prayers deliberately doing the same.





Intercession

In the context of this book we will not try to explore the many aspects of prayer, but simply suggest some practical matters focused on intercession. We suggest that the implementation of them - along with praise, thanks, confession, sorting out our alignment with God's purposes for our life, etc - is best in the context of the daily fare of bible study and reflection on it. Learning to pray with joy for those whom we love is a great expression of our fellowship in the Lord's family! It is not simply to plead for good things for those people but also to seek understanding from the Holy Spirit so that we can more effectively minister to them.

Intercessory prayer in the context of a personal relationship gives one vicarious involvement in that person's life and work when it is sought and requested. This is exciting, all the more so as the Spirit leads one in prayer. Reciprocally it means that where we ourselves have asked for prayer in such a context, the absence of feedback is a significant denial of fellowship and a selfish taking for granted of both God's action and the intercession we have asked for.

Of course, sometimes when people on your prayer list cease to communicate any more it may show the need to pray for them more, not less!

While we pray confident that God will hear our prayer and answer it, keep in mind that sometimes the answer will be ‘no’ or ‘not yet’.

Where complacency is a risk, it may be appropriate for intercessory prayer sometimes to be tinged by paranoia! That at least takes the context of spiritual warfare seriously.

Intercessory prayer can be a great joy! Most of those on a weekly prayer list are likely to be people we really love, and it is such a joy to be able to bear them, and often their specifics, up to the Lord regularly! While one does need to be disciplined about making the time, it isn't just drudgery - often when we get down to it, it feels like you are sharing their fellowship, entering into a sense of communion with them! - but without getting in their hair. Also of course we often are fulfilling an agreement (sometimes too loosely expressed) to pray for them.





Organising ourselves

One practical matter is to be thoughtful, deliberate and organised. To be thoughtful is at least to be ready to commit much rather than little to prayer, and to be conscious of that so we can rejoice and give thanks for what God does in relation to who and what we pray for. To be deliberate means to think about what is proper to commit to pray for, and to keep on with that prayer until one makes a decision to switch one's prayer effort to others. Being organised means to keep some sort of a list so that many people, organisations, ministries, etc get prayed for on a weekly basis, say, and (fewer) others on a daily basis. Within the daily list it is helpful to note particulars which are currently relevant.

Being thus organised also means occasionally contacting those for whom we pray so that we keep up to date on their needs. "Lord please bless Joe" is certainly one step up from ignoring him in our prayer time, but fleshing out the sentiment with his specific current needs and being able to give thanks for particular things in his life is a long way better. Always follow through on commitments to pray for people, and expect them to do the same. Reliability is an important virtue. And this kind of prayer gives us vicarious involvement in the lives of those for whom we pray, sharing their joys and burdens - a wonderful and distinctly Christian privilege but without being intrusive!

Remember that prayer is deliberately subversive! It aims to undermine the power and effect of circumstances and seek God's intervention to bring about Kingdom values and outcomes. It seeks to cut through the worldly frame of reference and overturn the prevalence of evil so as to give effect to the rule of God. It expresses a godly discontent with the present and a yearning for God's spirit to bring change.

It is important to remember that our ministry begins, and is perhaps most substantially advanced, in prayer. Going blundering into situations where we don't have a real sense that the Lord is doing the ministry job through his Holy Spirit in a person's life is usually unhelpful. Hence prayer. If it is the Holy Spirit who changes, challenges and converts people then our role is primarily in prayer, secondarily in words and contact of our own.

Much of what has been said is true also in corporate prayer, which is important for intercession.

Faithful, reliable prayer requires commitment, some discipline, and a lot of persistence to set aside time and give it priority. On occasions to achieve or express a particular focus, fasting is recommended (see also 4.1). But prayer is worthwhile, exciting, and very important as long as we understand it as expressing a relationship with a powerful and loving God, not just as an activity in itself.





Discussion questions


	To what extent do you see prayer as a joining with God in his purposes, rather than conscripting him to support ours? What's the difference in practice?


	How much time do you deliberately put aside each day for prayer?


	To what extent are you able to pray during the rest of the day?


	Does your intercessory prayer give you a sense of vicarious involvement with those prayed for?


	How do you organize yourself so that prayer commitments are not overlooked?


	In respect to your own ministry directly to people, do you have a sense of God going ahead of you as a result of your prayer?


	Is fasting helpful to your prayer?
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9. Witness - what, how and to whom?


	Christian character is seen in lifestyle and relationships, not religiosity.

	How we show our values in the workplace is important.



Christians are the witnesses of Jesus Christ in the world. We are called to witness to his death for our sins, to his resurrection to glory and to his power at work in our lives. We witness to the power and goodness of God, to his wisdom and his saving grace. That witness needs to be authentic in how we live.

Intellectually we need to be able to give a reason for the hope that we have, for our worldview, and always to do that graciously, with gentleness and respect (1 Peter 3:15-16).




Personal aspect

At the heart of our Christian witness is the way that God refines our character through the sanctifying work of his Holy Spirit, which, when we cooperate with it, conforms us ever more closely to the character of his Son. It is out of that work of God in our lives that we witness to his truth and grace. Lives which mirror the character of God's Son witness to the truth, beauty and goodness of the Gospel which inspires them and which they communicate both in their actions and their words. When out of the love we have received we love others, including speaking to them of Christ and their greatest need of his forgiveness, God's power goes to work and causes them to sit up and take note, since it comes from a place of love and a lived experience of God's life-changing power.

We are called to be witnesses in every context in which we interact with people. Whether these are the workplace or personal relationships, there are numerous practical matters to which it is helpful to give some thought, if we are to be as effective and authentic in our witness as we can be.





Witness in the workplace

In the workplace it is important to be conscientious, but never so task-centred that we don't have time to help and serve colleagues, or are seen not to be approachable. Both here and if one is going to a new social setting it is important to let your standards be known early. This is not by way of any boasting or Bible-bashing, but simply to nail your colours to the mast, quietly letting others know what sort of standards you have so that you are less likely to compromise them with other people watching. Correspondingly, if you do allow your standards to slip you can easily find yourself in a situation where you feel embarrassed to be calling yourself a Christian, even if you do want to be open about your faith. This is because your life witness has been below what you and others would expect of Christian standards. Therefore it is safest to let people know where you stand early on, so that the scope for temptation is curtailed.

We should aim to show a lifestyle that is engaging but controlled. The first major area requiring control is in our attitude to others whom we do not find at all congenial. Socially we can avoid such people, but in work-based environments we cannot. It is very easy to be preoccupied with their faults or disagreeable idiosyncrasies rather than making a big effort to identify the positive things about them and focus on those, especially in conversations with friends. This calls for humility, and for a rejection of what might be seen as our right to take offence or pass judgment on their intellectual or social skills or their attitude. In fact it often happens that when we do focus on positives, and don't let ourselves be drawn into articulating negatives or screwed up with annoyance and indignation, we find them a lot more agreeable and pleasant to work with. This is not simply the power of positive thinking, though that certainly comes into it. It's much more a matter of prayerfully and with self-discipline drawing on God's grace to transform the situation, and maybe also the person (as well as ourselves!).

Another aspect of witness is vocational competence, both in a work role and intellectually. If you have an economics or a science degree, say, it lends much support to your words about the things of God if you are credible in relation to your academic speciality. This means being able to articulate sensible thoughts about economics or science in relation to Christian worldview and values. In economics this would involve at least showing understanding of both wealth creation and ways to grapple with poverty, along with how welfare is funded and disbursed. In science it would involve showing understanding of how science has revealed so much of God's creation, provoking worship and enabling multiple technological benefits. See also chapter 12 on Forming a Christian Mind.

All this fits into our witness that we are part of a cosmic project where we are working to bring God's order to every situation so that in some measure God's creation can be renewed. Part of witness is in urging others to join that enterprise, seeing past the sin and corruption to affirm the goodness of God's creation, looking forward to the fulfilment of God's kingdom, and being wholehearted in working to effect God's purposes in this world.





Witness regarding personal and sexual relationships

On a different tack, and in the context of the first part of this book, we need to show that we have as full and positive a view of sex as anyone else and that we enjoy our sexuality without indulging it. Sadly, much Christian witness suggests a ghettoish avoidance of any sexual excitement. Perhaps for some that is the only way to stay on track, but hopefully for most some measure of self-control will enable us to be seen living full, not depauperate, social lives. At the same time, some tact is needed in commenting on others' way of life.

Among friends who are essentially hedonistic, we need to give some thought to how we can applaud the good things they enjoy - as being given by God - while drawing attention to the way they enjoy them and any selfishness of lifestyle - which is not necessarily part of hedonism. Simply being negative is both unduly off-putting and risks conveying the impression we see sex, socialising and other particular pleasures as sinful in themselves. A classical killjoy approach. The considerate hedonist, whose behaviour is far from Christian moral standards, may well be much closer to understanding and accepting God's grace than the self-righteous and moralistic "Christian" religious person.

With regard to the hedonism of socialising, food, drink, etc. or other pleasures which are not intrinsically wrong, the issue is moderation and how it may detract from other priorities such as relationships and other pursuits. With sex the same may apply, but the presenting issue is usually the context - it would be hard to "have too much of it" with a marriage partner!

A guy in his 20s may be a positive example of using his sexuality to drive his social engagement in a considerate and generous way, operating without much restraint as his biology and emotions might suggest. How should we react? To a large extent we can rejoice to see it. However, without the constraints of wisdom (built into a Christian approach which eschews sex before marriage) he has a significant challenge in pursuing the main aspects of a feasibility study for a life partner. He is operating in disregard for the designed and appropriate context of commitment for sexual intimacy. Properly evaluating the long-term prospects of relationships tends to be submerged or displaced by the enjoyment of sexual indulgence. Immediate rewards don't actually help towards gaining the long-term prize.

However, in many ways his approach - with a healthy openness - is more estimable than that of some Christians who toe the line legally but deny God's gift by avoiding any kind of sexually-charged relationship. But for the absence of any priority on constraint, he is functioning - as an unmarried person - more in line with God's design than many uptight Christians who are staying well out of temptation's way. That doesn't make promiscuity right, but perhaps it helps us gently question what is wrong rather than appearing to be negative about sex itself. The issue with full sexual expression in a steady relationship is not that a person (or two) is doing something intrinsically wrong, like stealing, lying, violence or indulging greed, envy or pride. Nor is it using something good to excess. It is that this sexual indulgence is occurring outside its proper relationship context of lifelong commitment. Of course, hedonism certainly isn't holiness, but neither is asceticism which arises from aversion to what God has created good.

A related problem is how we understand and talk about 'love'. For the Christian, sex is but a small though significant part of their understanding of love. For many others the 'L' word is hardly used outside a family context without it having some sexual connotation. Words like 'affection' do not have the implication of commitment and belonging in friendship, let alone the proactive aspects of agape. While talking as a Christian about love is unlikely to be misunderstood, it can sometimes sound odd in sexualised society.





Evangelism and sharing the gospel

The most conspicuous manifestation of Christian witness is evangelism, in which the Gospel message - concerning God's gracious sending of his Son to die to purchase salvation for sinful humankind - is explained to non-believers to help them choose for themselves how they wish to respond to God's claim on their lives. This presupposes that they have moved from apathy to being reflective on the major issues and meaning of life.

It is then very important that as Christians we are always ready to share the message of our faith with those we know and love - though, naturally, only when the time is appropriate, and sensitively. It can be tempting to try to avoid this often uncomfortable aspect of Christian discipleship, and even to produce theologies which redefine it into something empty so that we feel justified in neglecting it. But a faithful Christian must boldly face up to his or her duties in this area, and prepare him- or herself for this sacred task.

A helpful model for personal evangelism to friends and colleagues is 'peeling the onion'. This involves allowing, and assisting, conversation to move from worldview to deeper levels of a person's beliefs and identity through talking about behavior, choices and values. These levels are sometimes represented as:


	human commonalities, shared worldview - the starting point of contact and conversation

	shared values

	behavioural patterns

	personal choices

	internalized values

	core beliefs - where basic change can occur



It is essential to establish warmth and goodwill from rapport at the level of worldview and then exploring and affirming shared values before challenging a person's philosophy of life, their other views and mindset. Our discussion with them is filtered through these existing belief systems and runs up against a likely sense of self-sufficiency. Talking core beliefs with non-believers involves disagreement, and disagreement can impede rapport. It is therefore crucial to have established a warm relationship robust enough to bear the stresses of dispute. This is also a mindset issue for us: we need to be ready to listen earnestly and freely embrace people, living the good news with an open heart. Having a right attitude and approach will also help create opportunities for witness. Facts and information are almost irrelevant in getting people to listen - but obviously necessary when they are listening.

In line with 'peeling the onion' above, some more specific questions to raise might be:


	Did this wonderful world just happen by chance, or does it more plausibly indicate the hand of a creator? Do you sense some design behind what you see and enjoy?


	How do you account for all the suffering, bloodshed and evil in the world, and how does it relate to what is in your own heart?


	What epitomises the best of being human for you? Especially in relationships?


	Is God interested in the mess that we so often experience, and those good things, and if so what is he doing about the tension between them? Is Jesus the key to understanding that?


	How can you get on board with God's purposes and become part of the solution?




A deeper level of conversation on such matters, with more readiness to listen, is possible in the context of hospitality than in the public arena.





Head and heart

Brian Rosner, principal of Ridley College, reminds us that in a world with many challenges to Christian faith and worldview, there are two fundamental reasons why it all makes sense:

"First, Christian faith rings true. There are reasons of the heart. My heart, like all human hearts, seeks transcendence, is impressed by antiquity, searches for wisdom, yearns for justice, needs hope, loves beauty, senses its own darkness, is appalled by evil, is repulsed by death and aches for the reassurance of a satisfying story to make sense of our existence. And the gospel speaks to all of these longings in the most profound and satisfying ways.

"The other main reason I keep going is that Christian faith is true. There are reasons of the mind. The histories of Israel, Jesus Christ and the early church are not just nice stories; they really happened. The Bible records history and I am convinced that it does so reliably.

"So when I find being a Christian hard work, which is not infrequently, I remind myself that Jesus really was born, he really did teach and train disciples, he really did die on a Roman cross, and he really did rise from the dead. And the Bible's accounts of those events can be trusted. We don't follow cleverly devised fables."

Some people are more readily open to the ‘heart’ aspects, having a sense of something being behind the beauty and order of nature or art, and perhaps feeling some wonder and awe touching their imagination. Others are more analytical, claiming rational motivation, wanting to grapple with empirical facts. This is the colloquial right brain – left brain distinction. While a balance of both is desirable, we need to be ready to home in on one more than the other initially.

In terms of apologetics and answering people's questions, a big problem is the reductionist worldview that is currently dominant and based on a false notion of science which means people fail to see what is, to Christians, obvious. We should pray for a time when it is not incredible or counter-cultural to see God's hand in creation and in the discoveries of science. In the meantime, there are perhaps three key questions to raise with a person struggling with this issue to help lead them towards God:


	Is it more credible that there is a God who created the world in all its intricacy, and humankind in his image to operate in it, or that it is all there just by chance?


	How can one know anything about this God? (pointing to creation, Jesus, and Jewish history leading to Jesus)


	Do you want to be connected with him?




Another major issue for apologetics is God's judgment. This needs to be approached carefully to avoid activating caricatured concepts. Maybe raise the question of how much violence and injustice there is in the world, and agree how good it will be to have God sort this out in the fullness of time. And so, to point out that that judgment must also have implications for where we are in our own lives and relationship, or lack of it, with Him. So there is a need to establish that relationship and accept his forgiveness, understanding that we are primarily rebels, not victims, so repentance is vital. Furthermore, at the personal level, stress that God does not force himself on anyone, and if individuals choose to leave him out of their lives and reject his grace, his judgment will be in allowing that, eternally.





God's work, not ours

It ought to go without saying that the most important aspect of evangelism, and all witness, is prayer - that humble recognition of God's sovereign power. If we are not praying about our witness, asking God to go before us, with us and after us, to prepare, to guide, and convict, then we are not only making things difficult for ourselves, but we are in danger of acting outside God's will and doing more harm than good. We must remember it is the Holy Spirit who converts people, not us.

Some Christians tell that, when witnessing, they find words which are clearly not theirs, or a way of explaining something which they could never have thought of themselves. Or perhaps a Bible verse pops into their head which if they tried to think of it otherwise, they would never be able to do so. This is such a clear indication of how God works through us, rather than us simply working for God - which would make witness more about us. It is God working through what we are saying and doing that changes someone.

For many people, considering the gospel and the claims of Christ on their lives is only a remote possibility until they have first become reflective and able or willing to evaluate their own actions and motives. This may not happen without some external cause which brings them up short and provokes a rethink about life and its meaning or purpose.

The commission for Christians is to make disciples, not simply to seek 'decisions'. There needs to be follow-through and ongoing engagement, leading to a new Christian knowing the fullness of God by his Holy Spirit.





Whole-life witness

Beyond evangelism, our whole lives as Christians are, at their best, witnesses to the truth about God's nature. By living a life of love out of a heart of faith we reveal the character of the God who is calling all people to know and love him, and so bear witness to Christ. This witness enables those who encounter us to see in action both the love of God for us, and also the goodness and wisdom of his ways which he enables his worshippers to follow. Fortunately that doesn't mean we have to be perfect, but we should try to be consistent and authentic, emulating Jesus' servant attitude.

In our everyday life this witness can manifest itself in many, and often mundane, ways. One of the keys to effective whole-life witness is learning to discern the secret glory hidden in little acts of love.1 How often does one hear: "There were some Christians ..... I watched them over many months ...... they had something I didn't have"? Would people later comment in that way if they watched us? In The Message Eugene Peterson renders a well-known passage as: "Don't become so well-adjusted to your culture that you fit into it without even thinking. Instead, fix your attention on God. You'll be changed from the inside out. Readily recognise what he wants from you and quickly respond to it" (Rom 12:2).

Individual testimony is important, and takes discussion to real experience rather than propositional truth. Christian faith works! If so, then it’s credible. And if credible, then its truth is worth testing and exploring.

Another aspect of witness, already mentioned, is how we show our values in the workplace. There is no room for bad work attitudes, shoddy workmanship, being unreliable, expecting things on the cheap, being slow to pay bills, or being generally inconsiderate. The fact is that every Christian is continually a witness to Christ. The only question is: are we a good or bad witness?

As Christians we can and should be missionaries seven days a week - not necessarily in some far-off developing country but in our workplaces. Finding out how God would like to use us in our current situation is crucial. If we approach a new walk of life or a new situation without the attitude of finding out what it is God wants us to do in it, then we will most likely miss the whole point of him leading us into it. We may see a new job as simply a job, but God sees it more widely, in some sense as a mission field, and we need to be able to share that vision. Witness is an aspect of our ministry in one sense, but more basically it is how we display Christ's character to others as a result of what he, through his Holy Spirit, has been doing in us.

One mundane but practical aspect of witness in a culture of consumerism is avoidance of waste, especially as popular attention is devoted to sustainable development. Waste is an ethical, not primarily a resources issue. It is an insult to the Creator. More faithful stewardship of any resource is to use it efficiently and avoid wasting it. This goes beyond economics to ethics and how we demonstrate the notion of "enough". It relates to how we use energy and resources as consumers, and prefer durable and repairable goods to throwaways - though ethics and economic stewardship need to balance out somewhere. Sometimes the ethics of waste are in one sense subsumed by advocacy of living more simply. But beyond concern with levels of consumption that may be unjustified, or with lost or misused resources that benefit no-one, is the more fundamental affront to the bountiful Creator, and corresponding poor witness.

In conclusion, the Christian witness of faith and love should find its expression in every aspect of our lives. One way of understanding all the guidance in this book is as enabling practical witness to Christ through every part of life. Although evangelism as a deliberate activity ought never to be neglected, witnessing to God's truth is something that can come to permeate the whole of life so that it becomes inseparable from it. This is the high ideal which Jesus himself set, manifesting in his own person the reality of God's kingdom rule come to earth. It is an ideal to which all Christians are called, however imperfectly, to aspire.





Discussion questions


	How much do you think God's character is seen in your life by others?


	In particular, how are you perceived in the workplace or where you spend most time outside home?


	How do you cope with colleagues who are a real pain?


	What are the main challenges of witnessing into a hedonist culture?


	How do you go about affirming shared values with friends?


	Does the gospel of personal salvation through faith in Jesus resonate positively with your friends, or does it also need a kingdom vision and purpose to capture their imagination?


	How do you witness to a positive and joyful view of your sexuality? How do you point to questions of context without coming across as repressed or weird?


	How do you talk about love? How do you show it?


	Where do you find it hardest to share the gospel? How do you choose whom to broach this with? How much does prayer come into it?


	How do you witness to values contra consumerism?








Notes









1. See C. S. Lewis' famous essay, The Weight of Glory.
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10. Guidance - experience and opportunity


	Discerning God's leading for each of us is basic to our discipleship.

	Most guidance is ordinary and rational, in the context of prayer.

	We need to be effectively open to new opportunities and leading.



In the context of the broader question of knowing about God and his general purposes in the world, is the personal question of discerning his specific purposes for one's self. It is a very special aspect of Christian discipleship, that we can even dare think in such terms! We need to see ourselves not as passive flotsam and jetsam in the affairs of the world, nor as needing to find our way solely by our own effort and wisdom, but as participants in the plans and purposes of God, with his direction and enabling always being accessible and within reach. We should properly have a sense of contributing to the fulfilment of God's kingdom and future renewal of his creation!




Be connected

The single most important factor for receiving God's guidance is that we need to be in effective relationship with him and in active fellowship with others of his people. As we make faithful choices in small matters, so to a large extent guidance on larger things just "happens". Most guidance is fairly ordinary and rational. Guidance usually happens just one step at a time. Though some decisions such as university courses have implications beyond, there is usually no sense in trying to discern God's detailed purposes for us many years ahead. That is more likely to lead to tunnel vision and a closed mind which precludes effective guidance.

Guidance is a balance: you pray as though everything depends on it and human initiative is irrelevant, but also you take the initiative - without being frenetic - as though the Holy Spirit doesn't exist. God will work in and through your choices.

Some people find that guidance in respect to their vocational progression is very straightforward - one develops interests and gifts/skills and then opportunities arise in line with those, so it is quite obvious what to do. A somewhat zig-zag and totally unpredictable course through life may result, as different things are tried, some successfully, some not. But a measure of guidance is clear at each stage.





Diverse indicators, getting them together

Generally the interaction among developing gifts and interests, personal contacts, opportunities, and prayerful obedience will reveal ways to proceed. However the relationships among those can also be fraught. The opportunities may be qualified by responsibilities, or confused by other possibilities which present themselves. Timing is a key factor in relation to any opportunity. Also, when in a role, there is always the question of which possibilities to pursue, both for the sake of the task in hand, and to discern and develop our own gifts and skills with a view to being ready for further steps in life and vocation.

The following are key signposts in vocational guidance (developed in next chapter):


	Motivation, interests, what we are passionate about and what most readily energises us.

	Gifts, skills, talents - especially as discerned by those close to us.

	Experience, both in relation to skills and interests, also in suffering or adversity.

	Opportunity, open and closed doors, circumstances - all relating to timing.



Confirming and supporting these are three more:


	People around us, friends, prayer partners, mentors.

	Joy and excitement in service (despite the inevitable boring and tedious aspects!).

	Developing a vision for where our efforts fit the whole picture of God's purposes in the world, seeing the 'big picture' beyond our sometimes ordinary roles.



The positive attributes of gifts, talents, interests, and experience are obviously the key factors in guidance. However, most of us will have some things in our lives which we regard as hindrances or handicaps. We need to realise that as well as influencing our general direction in guidance, those can in fact become positive attributes used greatly by God in particular circumstances. We need to be on the lookout for such possibilities, aware that this is another way God's values differ from the world's.





Marriage?

The other big decision relevant to vocational guidance is choosing a life partner. Here, timing is a key factor — i.e. we need to decide at least tentatively whether to marry early or later, and then need to get to know socially and intellectually enough different members of the opposite sex to have some idea of the kind of person who will be an enduring stimulus and delight for 50+ years. Some of course will choose not to marry, or be denied the opportunity, and both situations have major implications for vocation. This surveying of the field involves developing a lot of self-knowledge too, which is relevant more widely. While marriage is a lifelong commitment, singleness will normally be seen as for the time being. Other comments are in chapter 3.

Always we need to be living in obedience to God's word, to have an open mind beyond that (alert to what may come out of left field) and, in principle, to be flexible and to be open to new possibilities.





Seizing opportunities

We only get one shot at life, so live without hesitation in trying new things. Be an explorer, and don't leave things too late. If God gives you a vision don't be afraid to chase after it; failure is not something to fear because we know that through him all things work together for good. Put it down to experience! Learn from it! Don't spend your life living to regret missed opportunities. Failure is forgivable and can be left behind and forgotten. Instead, live for the future. Be open to allow God to take you places that you have never been and to do exciting things. Most of us tend to get so comfortable with our lives that we are not able to actually change the way that we live.

God never leads us into something expecting us then to shut down our vocational antennae and stick with it forever no matter what. Christian guidance is often a bit of a zigzag, with each leg taking us to a new vantage point or new opportunity as our gifts and wisdom develop.

It is important to be deliberately alert for opportunities, and be predisposed to take them. "Never miss an opportunity" was the advice given by one of Australia's most illustrious headmasters to his departing students.1 Or as David Bussau, founder of Opportunity International put it: "You miss 100 percent of the shots you don't take. The mistakes you make on the way are redeemable."2 He also made the point that guidance and discerning God's purpose in our lives is not merely passive, we need to think of life as a process of creation and active enterprise, not just a process of discovery which might or might not turn up something worthwhile.





Building experience

Part of that open attitude may be seeking life experiences through travel or short-term work away from our home comfort zone. Six months or a year learning to adjust to new challenges, savouring exotic parts of the world, working with mission agencies, or simply on a GAP year placement can do much to open minds and extend horizons. Sometimes such experience will suggest vocational possibilities, more often they will provide a base for greater maturity. Sometimes they can occur between school and university or other study, or they may be later. We do operate in a culture which has many opportunities to gain experience of the world through travel and moving around – a backpacker culture. Such activity and experience is valuable, up to a point. But a Christian must be alert to when this becomes an indulgence rather than edifying, and be prepared to settle down and contribute to others in the context of both church and job.

Sometimes in life "what doesn't kill you only makes you stronger"3. Tough experience at a younger age can really mature us as individuals and help us to grow. To a large extent we need to see everything in life as a learning and formative experience, even the negative experiences, rather than getting caught up with wishing we hadn't done something or hadn't wasted our time on something. God is in control of our lives and he knows what we need, and sometimes it is the hardest or toughest experiences in life - perhaps even brought about by our own stupidity - which are the most educative, or which help equip us in the long run to become the person that God wants us to be.4

It is good for Christians to see every problem as an opportunity under God's sovereign guidance. Without problems in our path, we tend not to think about possibilities as thoroughly as we might.





Frustrations

Sometimes we are led in particular directions but the apparent opportunity does not come to fruition. This can be frustrating and perplexing unless one takes a broader view and asks what has been learned in the pursuit of that possibility, and what new vantage point it has led to, perhaps enabling one to see new opportunities hitherto invisible or unknown.

Sometimes too doors are inexplicably or disappointingly closed, when we feel very much called to proceed that way. Such times may be a sign to look elsewhere, or they may be a call to persistent effort to reopen those doors. "No" should not necessarily be seen as the last word on a possibility, though neither should we try God's patience by our obstinacy. Persistence should always be accompanied and guided by earnest prayer, and sometimes there will in fact be long periods of frustration and disappointment before God's purposes unfold. Patience can be difficult when we have grown up with the expectation of short-term answers to questions and problems - the "microwave society", when slow cooking is sometimes best. We often need to remind ourselves that God's timescales and patience are vastly greater than ours.

Sometimes our plans - pursued in the context of careful guidance - will fail, in which case we need to see if perhaps some related purpose of God with longer-lasting significance has not been achieved instead. In discerning answers to prayer we need to look beyond those which fulfil our own immediate desires. Never be afraid to fail!





Lift eyes and expectations

All too often we operate in an entirely worldly and limited framework of vision and expectation. We don't expect the Lord to make openings, to provide funding, to go before us and show us that all situations are clay in his hands, and that having called us he will provide - if only we will step forward in faith and let him. That could mean pushing on some 'closed doors', aiming higher than our natural confidence suggests, and generally proceeding prayerfully on the basis that his love for us is matched by his calling and his provision.

In this connection, from his experience in setting up a significant ministry network while still a teenager, Jono Green (JEG in Preface) says with some feeling that "sometimes it is a great practice to really step out in faith over certain issues in life, even when it doesn't seem likely that they can be achieved. We cannot see any further than the next bend but God has the whole map in front of him and knows where we are headed. Sometimes it can be the persistence of one person which causes a major breakthrough."

This raises the question of personal organization. If we really do take up many of the opportunities which are before us for involvement with people, activities and ministries, we cannot help being stretched and often feeling disorganised. But this should not discourage us unduly as we struggle to fit everything in and still get enough sleep and other recreation. Nevertheless we need to be a bit self-disciplined so that in a week to month perspective we are actually getting the main things done, and making a conscious decision to let go (or diminish the time spent on) what simply will not fit and is clearly of lower priority. Each of us needs to take that objective look at our own situation every now and then, and make clear decisions which reflect our real priorities. Once we have done so, conscript accountability partners and prayer partners to help us implement that. (But day to day, don't fret if it all feels a bit chaotic!) Also it is easy for us to be impatient, and often God's purposes work themselves out very much more slowly than we might like.

Any Christian needs to keep a clear mind and be ready for some unexpected directions in life. Some who have been quite comfortable and settled in their life have been told to sell up everything and head down a different direction. This would not be easy at the time, but we need to be ready for that. God's will for our lives will not always be easy and is unlikely to lead to material riches, but once again it is not worldly prosperity that we are called to in this life but rather a life of service to our God. Suffering rather than prosperity is the normal Christian expectation.





Source of guidance

It is very important that guidance is perceived as coming from a loving and intelligent Lord, via the Holy Spirit in the context of faithful prayer, and not primarily by odd tricks or funny coincidences. Since Pentecost, God has promised the enduring presence of his guiding Spirit with every believer, and this continuous closeness must be central to how we understand God's communication of his will. We must avoid our seeking of God's guidance becoming superstitious, like some kind of glorified horoscope. Thoughtful and prayerful application of intelligence plus a lot of patience and sometimes persistence - coupled with advice from those best placed to give it - seems ordinary, but it is mostly very reliable and in accord with the way we are made, and the role of the Holy Spirit in believers. In the context of prayer, God's guidance will often seem common sense.

But be aware of mental fatigue, and try to do any complex mental processing when fresh, not late in a busy day. Decision fatigue is real, and compromises sound decision-making (as well as self-control).

For many major decisions, there is a place for drawing aside from the pressures and distractions of daily life to pray and maybe fast, focusing attention on all aspects of the choice in front of us. On every occasion when Jesus confronted a major trial, he did this - how much more do we need to? We should approach the time in the context of understanding our vocational direction as it has unfolded and our gifts as they have developed, while being supported in all this by others who are praying for us, focused on the same question.





Discussion questions


	How much does common sense come into guidance?


	What else is needed and offered?


	What have been some significant experiences in your own guidance hitherto?


	What are the main decisions you face in the immediate future?


	How would you describe yourself and your situation against each of the six key signposts we list?


	What about guidance in relation to a life partner? To what extent do you simply get on with developing relationships?


	Are you deliberately broadening your life experiences?


	Have you experienced problems and closed doors which turned out to be opportunities?


	Would you agree with Jono Green's words? Have you experienced similar?


	How important do you think personal organisation?


	What about prayer and fasting?








Notes









1. Sir James Darling, of Geelong Grammar School, who went on to be Chairman of the Australian Broadcasting Commission.



2. At Melbourne Prayer Breakfast 6/10/06. Opportunity International is a major organization providing small-scale loans to people in third world countries - a very effective means of alleviating poverty.



3. Also James 1:2.



4. Rom 8:28 - everything works for good with those who love God and are called according to his purpose.
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11. Gifts, vocation and work


	Discerning vocation is a high priority in and before our early years of work.

	Developing our gifts and abilities is fundamental to this.

	Most of us will serve God and contribute to his purposes in and through the broader economy.

	The work we do here and now will attain its full significance in God's restored creation.

	Some comments on professional ministry in the church are included.



"As well as being delivered, we need to be driven!"

"His sacrifice compels our sacrifice."1

An essential outworking of Christian faith is turning our beliefs into behaviour, and especially activity which, over the long term, utilises the gifts God has given each of us and is aligned with his purposes in the world. Utilising those gifts, however, should not be for personal money or status, but primarily in order to glorify God, serve others and meet human needs through our role in the broader economy




Personal approach

But before turning to that broader picture we need to pause and think about what sort of person we are called to be as a disciple of Christ, and how that contrasts with the self-centred alternatives. How are our values expressed in lifestyle?  - In how we spend our money (cf chapter 6) and how we stand apart from consumerist culture.  - In how we prepare ourselves vocationally for serving others with humility in life and ministry of all kinds.
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12. Forming a Christian Mind


	We need to work on gaining a mature knowledge of the Bible as a unique account of the reality created by God and the human place within it.

	We need to understand the application of that to all that we do.

	For many practical reasons we need also to study and understand God's creation.

	All truth is God's truth and we must be confident in seeking it wherever, including particularly through science which uniquely opens understanding of God's creation.

	We need in and through the churches to be better equipped in apologetics.



In his letter to the Christians in Rome, after his monumental dissertation of the ways of God, St Paul comes down to the 'so what' of the Gospel: "Do not conform any more to the pattern of this world but be transformed by the renewing of your mind," he says. Or as J.B. Phillips' translation has it:


Don't let the world around you squeeze you into its own mould, but let God re-mould your minds from within, so that you may prove in practice that the plan of God for you is good, meets all his demands and moves towards the goal of true maturity. (Rom 12:2)



This chapter is about the Christian mind. Our minds and our thinking are central to faithful discipleship as they are progressively changed under the influence of the Holy Spirit. Christians are greatly handicapped if they do not learn to 'think Christianly'; Christian maturity depends on how we grow in understanding, as well as in obedience, as we seek to make sense of the world and our role in it.

Forming a Christian mind is not a matter of learning pat answers and resorting to proof-texts. Nor is it separate from spiritual worship and practical obedience; in fact St Paul precedes the exhortation above by urging his readers to "offer your bodies as a living sacrifice ... this is your spiritual act of worship", he says and it leads to renewed minds.

The challenge to develop and maintain a Christian mind includes:


	gaining a mature knowledge of the Bible as a unique account of the reality created by God and the human place within it;

	understanding the application of that truth to all that we do as Christians;

	understanding our culture and how it increasingly differs from its Christian roots;

	being better equipped at defending our faith in the face of scepticism or opposition, and

	studying and understanding God's creation - which for some people means a lifetime vocation as a scientist or in applying science through technology.



Another aspect of forming a Christian mind is developing wisdom. We cannot put this better than Graham Hooper, writing for the London Institute of Contemporary Christianity (28/10/13): In Proverbs 1:2-6, 'wisdom' involves the acquisition of knowledge and understanding through listening to instruction - leading to prudence and discretion, justice and fairness. Such qualities may not seem particularly exciting. We might easily dismiss them as common sense. Wisdom, however, is very uncommon - 'more precious than rubies' - and is not to be confused with educational qualifications or IQ, with being 'street-smart' or 'business-savvy'. Biblical wisdom does not begin in human autonomy, but in deep reverence for the Lord God. It is not merely intellectual capacity, but linked with discipline and discernment, shrewdness and skill. Such wisdom produces a certain kind of character and demonstrates itself in particular sorts of actions. Wise people make a difference for good in the world by the way they speak and act, by the way they handle conflict, by their honesty, hard work, faithfulness and reliability, and by their thoughtful insight and generosity of spirit. Such people also have the less tangible but deeper impact that comes from a faith which sees the whole of everyday life as an essential part of worship of God. Wisdom requires humility, an openness to God's word in reflecting upon it, and an eagerness to seek it. James 1:5 reminds us that if any of us 'lacks wisdom', we may 'ask God, who gives generously to all without finding fault, and it will be given' to us.

In this chapter we will look at three main themes: first the question of knowledge and truth that arises especially in the 'postmodern', relativistic context. Secondly we will look at the vexed issue of the relationship between science and faith, and finally we will look briefly at apologetics — the art of giving a defence or a justification for what Christians believe.




12.1 Knowledge, truth and relativism

A fundamental consideration framing discipleship, guidance, vocation and our role in the world is what we can know about God's nature, purposes and the created world, and how we can know it. Who wants to invest their life in something uncertain? Christianity is unique in its dependence on God having made himself known — in the created Earth and its inhabitants, in the Old Testament and supremely in Jesus.

Christians thus have a particular approach to truth, and a unique perception of what is true. Truth is not simply propositional but it expresses the very nature of God. The way we understand and think about the totality of God's creation and his special revelation accessed in the Bible frames our life, our relationships and our behaviour.

The process of gaining knowledge and developing understanding can therefore be open and engaging, as we learn from the 'two books' of God - his word and his created world. On the one hand we can be confident in reading the Bible and asking the Holy Spirit's guidance, and on the other hand we embrace learning through scientific and other endeavours. The Christian should be open to thinking, discussion and challenge, and need not be closed or live with a divided mind in which faith and reason go their different ways. Christian worship — which amounts to all that we do and is not confined to church on Sunday — is done with the whole self and not in a way that disengages our mind.

In the humanities, where Christian ideas, or even Christian-friendly ideas, are perhaps under greatest attack, there is also a major challenge. Some people not only question Christian truth but they question the very idea of truth itself. Many Christians aren't sure how to respond in a way that both remains faithful to Christ and will also lead to good grades. It has been suggested that the truth problem can be traced back to a rejection of the idea of a universally common human nature, which occurred in the Enlightenment. However, it took time for the 'new logic' set in motion to unfold, eventually resulting in the relativism popular today.

One manifestation of relativistic ideas is the New Age movement which allows people to pick and choose amongst religious ideas and 'spirituality' without the demands of having to be consistent. While New Age views vary greatly, they commonly include an exaltation of nature linked to a flirting with the occult and a rejection of traditional morality founded on Christian values. We need to be able to address those whose worldview is formed accordingly. We do have something in common in rejecting a reductionist approach to science, and perhaps looking to what nature may say to us of its creator.

Meanwhile, the worst manifestation of relativistic ideas is seen in the way they are infecting the church and causing a widespread breakdown in even the most basic orthodoxy in doctrine and ethics, with central truths and teachings 1 being dismissed as cultural accidents. It is difficult to take issue with a movement so embedded in our academic culture, but at the very least Christians need to be able to come through university still believing the orthodox faith. And even better, they ought to be able to recognise when what they are being taught is inadequate and contrary to Christian truth, and to be able to counter it rigorously. Challenge the zeitgeist! - but graciously. So there is much scope for fellowship and mutual encouragement among those grappling with these ideas and Christian students should be encouraged to talk together, to read widely, and to seek the wisdom and experience of Christian academics.

The point here is that Christian maturity means avoiding going off the rails either by schizophrenically separating how we know about God and how we know about his world, or by sliding into relativism.

Another aspect of this is cordial disagreement. Count it a blessing when you engage with someone who you know shares your faith and basic worldview but who disagrees with you on particular matters! This is a wonderful stimulus to think more deeply, to tap more mature wisdom, and to examine critically your own presuppositions and prejudices. Not to mention actually learning more about the matter. We should actively seek opportunity, especially among other Christians, to be challenged in our thinking so that we can grow intellectually and in wisdom. We will end up richer and better equipped. Resist becoming part of an ideological monoculture which breeds intolerance and hostility.

Another dimension of knowledge relates to understanding the past. It is a truism that those who fail to learn from the mistakes of the past are condemned to repeat them, but more broadly our generation can easily be absorbed with the present in a way that disparages what may be learned from the experience of those who have gone before. It is foolish to disdain the lessons of the past; a sense of history is important in defining our identity. For Christians it is doubly foolish because of the historical basis of our faith as well as the repeated exhortations in Scripture to remember, reflect and learn. Even in the shorter term between generations, there is scope for the young to learn a few things from the old!

Another important part of our learning about God is experiential. It is based on faith and arises from our relationship with him through Jesus. Beyond, but not divorced from propositional knowledge derived from the Bible, is our experience of living in fellowship with a great and mighty God, and being guided by his Holy Spirit. We have the sense that God is bigger than all things in life and that he has everything under control. In some respects it is good to realise that we cannot know everything intellectually; this means that there has to be a certain element of faith that God is who he is. The evidence of this is seen through the way that we have been impacted in our own lives. So there has to be space for faith and belief in a God with whom we have a personal relationship. This involves trusting him as Lord and also as a friend who has everything under control and knows everything, even though we never will.

A practical question arising from this is having a perspective which counters worry. Many people are driven by anxiety about many material things, but a Christian view of the world framed by understanding God's power and grace should more readily give rise to contentment and trust than to worry. Such worry dwells on negative possibilities and potential outcomes, especially those due to our own limitations. A mindset focused on God's love and provision frees us to get on with life and building his kingdom, using the opportunities and gifts we have.




Knowing God: Jesus, Revelation and the Bible

The Bible uniquely reveals God to us. It gives us access to knowledge about him and his manifestation of himself in Jesus, and hence tells us what is involved in following him. It also tells us of God's purposes in his creation and for his people. It thus informs the way we think about every aspect of life and human nature, and especially it reveals God's grace to us. If we neglect regular reading of and reflection on the Bible, such as in daily quiet time, our thinking and values must inevitably be shaped largely by our culture.

The Bible is essentially a grand narrative, which sets out God's role as creator and the one who will eventually restore that creation and consummate his rule over it. It is a unique account, which stands in contrast to the humanist narrative that shapes much of our Western culture, and the Islamic narrative, which aspires to do so with its closed cultural template. Unless we understand something of the magnitude and importance of this biblical account of reality, we cannot do justice to communicating its elements in our different cultures worldwide. We need to enter into that story, and be countercultural in this world while fully engaged with it.

The primary way we know God is through Jesus, and so again, we need to study the Bible. As we do so, we organise our God-knowledge as theology, which needs to be applied wisely in many aspects of life; this is the task of ethics. As well, the study of the natural world in all its aspects gives us important practical knowledge about God and his creation. This is the role of science, as both a process of learning and a body of knowledge that is applied through technology.

Our understanding of all that knowledge - theology, ethics, science - must be coherent; any apparent disagreement would reveal a contradiction in our worldview and would arise from a failure of our biblical interpretation or of our science. It would also amount to a distraction from engaging in God's wider purposes.

This means we need to learn to read the Bible intelligently and faithfully, understanding the context of the writing, distinguishing one literary form from another, appreciating the multiple metaphors and their cultural context, all of which leads us to an understanding of a transcendent God. In many churches we can soak up this methodology of exegesis (leading the meaning out of the text) as we hear the preaching. The key exegetical questions are, "What does it say? What does it mean in context? How does it apply to me now?" But we also need to grapple a little with broader interpretation or hermeneutics as we relate one part of the Bible to another, and each part to our emerging theological framework of understanding God and his purposes.





12.1 Discussion questions


	To what extent have you formed the habit of asking: "What does it say? What does it mean in context? How does it apply to me now?" as you read the Bible?


	Where have you experienced relativist ideas and in what ways do they pose a challenge to you?


	In what contexts have you come across New Age ideas? How do you go about countering them?


	How does your experience of God relate to your more intellectual understanding of him?









12.2 Faith and Science: The two books of God

The Christian has nothing to fear from a sincere search for truth wherever it lies; as the saying goes, 'all truth is God's truth'. This includes the realm of the natural sciences that uniquely help us to understand God's creation.

To what extent do we get our range of knowledge and understanding from the Bible and within the Christian fellowship, and to what extent from studying God's creation, i.e. through science? If we limit ourselves to the first, then there is a huge risk of an impoverished understanding of God's world and his purposes in providing for basic human needs from it. Of course if we rely too much on the latter, then it is easy to lose our bearings and misunderstand God's wider purposes. Science can never be a metanarrative or overarching worldview that answers all the big questions; science is a process of enquiry and explanation of the substance of God's creation. It can tell us how it works, not why, or where it is going.

God has given us the tools to learn about his creation through science in order to engage with his creation mandate ever more fully. One would hardly have confidence in a doctor whose professional knowledge of anatomy and physiology came largely from the Bible. Nor would one trust an engineer who depended simply on the Scriptures for maths and materials science. Nor a meteorologist who pointed only to biblical statements about God sending the rain. The same goes for all science and its outworking in technology and human affairs.

A proper discipleship holds science and faith coherently together, giving each its proper place and authority in our growing understanding. We can have great confidence that God's creation and his revelation in scripture are complementary, therefore we should have confidence in exploring both, knowing that they can never contradict one another since they have the same eternal origin. This means pursuing a proper understanding of both science and the Bible, leaving aside the misrepresentations of militant atheists like Richard Dawkins as well as those of Christian fundamentalists who deny the findings of established science because they misread scripture.

The fact that very many of the world's foremost scientists have been Christians makes it clear that an understanding of God's word enhances a scientific approach to understanding his works. Denis Alexander speaks of looking for coherence in the laboratory as in life and even sees science as a spiritual pursuit:


Science for me is a holy enterprise because we have this great privilege of finding out a little bit more of how the created order works.



Having understood that science and faith are not in conflict, we have the opportunity to explore the interface of word and world, and bring a theological perspective to worldly affairs — thinking for instance of the applications of science and technology in medicine and reproductive biology. This involves both hermeneutics (the interpretation of scripture) and epistemology (the study of our ways of knowing) as well as basic science. It also includes ethics in respect to the life sciences and environmental issues. And it includes apologetics as we attempt to relate Biblical truths to the thinking and life experiences of people who question the Christian faith (see section 12.3 below).




The conflict thesis

If Christians suggest that there is a conflict between science and faith then a major stumbling block is put in people's way. This gives a free kick to those detractors of Christianity such as the militant "new atheists".

Truth is necessarily consistent across both creation and scripture so our understanding needs to be coherent in respect to both. If there seems to be an inconsistency, we need to review our interpretation of the evidence or the validity of the evidence. While taking the Bible seriously, we must also take God's creation seriously. If we take creation seriously, we must take science seriously in exploring that creation which God delights in. We must never be drawn into setting up a false conflict, where people feel they need to make a choice between elements of truth made evident through science and the truth of faith (based on God's revelation in history and scripture), or live with unreconciled tension between the two. Regrettably, there are those practitioners both of science (interpreting creation) and of hermeneutics (interpreting the Bible) who try to make each say more than they properly can, and thereby set up a spurious conflict.

In fact the conflict thesis is relatively new. Historically, science grew out of theology but over hundreds of years the connection between science and theology has become obscured. So science has drifted away from its theological context that acknowledges a Creator. It is true that science and theology are distinct disciplines addressing different but complementary questions, but both acknowledge that there is such a thing as truth in and about this world and both work towards revealing that truth. But much academic and cultural discourse today denies this, as we saw above. This relativism about truth makes everything dependent on the observer and in that sense raises difficulties for both science and faith because both the Christian and the scientist claim that their beliefs are founded in reality rather than fantasy.

While Christians reject this sort of postmodernism they need to also be a little wary of modernism, which exalts science. Modernism tends to be overly confident about the human ability to encounter truth, including in the realm where Christians look to revelation. Such a view can shut out non-scientific perspectives on creation and define faith in such a way as to make it merely subjective. What Christians share in common with modernism is the view that truth is knowable and that both our beliefs and our ethics should be constrained by it, despite the limitations on our understanding.2

An implication of perceiving the world as God's creation is that it is good to understand it better and that acquiring such understanding through science may even be an activity of worship. In particular it is very important to understand the epistemological implications of perceiving God as both Creator of the world and the author of Scripture; if he is both then the knowledge of both must be seamless and not disconnected. Augustine's 'two books' model is central - God's book of works (the created world) and God's book of words (the Bible) are complementary, and this view seems to have been the basis of most Christian understanding down the centuries. Only relatively recently have some Christians made the terrible mistake of seeking to drive a wedge between them. Epistemological coherence and unity of truth need to be foundational assumptions otherwise there is no proper Christian basis for even discussing the whole issue.

Science and theology both involve exploring God's creation on the assumption that it is comprehensible, that both are rational processes and that they are complementary. Atheism is an anomaly. There is now wide agreement about the origins of everything that exists in the universe, including time, in an explosion of energy and light - the so-called 'big bang' some 13.8 billion years ago. There is also wide agreement that there must have been a cause for this, but atheist scientists refuse to concede the most plausible cause, nor credibly suggest any other. The biblical account is shown to be congruent if read as it traditionally has been. In recent years science has removed a plank of the traditional atheist platform by better defining this point of beginning. More fundamentally, the rationality of the universe enables science to proceed as rational enquiry, and though the notion predates Christianity, it was reinvigorated by perception of God's logos. 3





Evolution, design and creationism

The theory of evolution is often seen as a battleground between science and faith. Reference is sometimes made to 'atheistic evolution' as if evolution was intrinsically atheistic and some militant atheists have sought to foster this view among Christians in order to discredit Christianity. But biological evolution is neither theistic nor atheistic. It is no more than a coherent scientific explanation of a massive amount of evidence for a process that Christians believe to have been initiated and sustained by a generous creator. The explanation is overwhelmingly supported by science and provides the basis of medicine and the biological sciences. Christians should resist the temptation to identify it either with a faith position (atheism) or a view about human perfectibility (humanism).

We should always be alert to assertions about purpose and meaning which claim to be based in science; such claims are illegitimate because science cannot comment on purpose or meanings. Christians for their part should avoid pitting biblical imagery against science in explaining how God's creation works or how it arrived at its present form - as distinct from why it works and what God's purposes are for us in it.4 There should be no support for anti-scientific views in the church, but rather a worship of the creator and an eagerness through science to learn how he works in his creation.

Young earth creationism is perhaps the most common and saddest expression of a so-called conflict between science and faith today. It is possible to read scripture with the same kind of literalism as some people apply to Genesis 1, to infer that the earth is flat or that the sun revolves around the earth. (Thankfully such things are not asserted by any Christian groups that we are aware of.) Using a similar hermeneutic some people assert that the earth was created in six 24-hour days, and that this was only a few thousand years ago. This is known as young earth creationism (YEC), and ignores the literary form of Genesis chapter 1 being very similar to other early Middle Eastern creation narratives (but very different in content!).

YEC is strongly anti-science and is based on a fairly novel reading of a few verses of Genesis (and not on any full reading of scripture). Any student or layman with basic scientific literacy knows that the earth is probably about 4500 million years old and that there is not the slightest scientific dissent from the clear evidence of progressive biological evolution over many millions of years. The evidence for an old earth and a process of biological evolution is incontrovertible - in genes and rocks, genome and geology. We cannot proclaim Jesus as the Way and the Truth on the basis of lies about his creation although some Christian polemic attempts to do so. 5

Science is unique among 'academic' disciplines in helping us understand God's wonderful creation and it is an appalling witness for Christians to say, in effect, that science is nonsense and that God is deceitful. Those who package particular views of how the world works with faith issues based on God's revelation in Christ have a lot to answer for because they imperil the faith and intellectual integrity of young Christians.

The more recent 'intelligent design' movement is little better than YEC because it implies that God is not able to be sovereign over processes such as biological evolution. Christians can be confident in God's original and continuing sovereignty over all of creation including its biological and geological processes. We need to develop an integrated understanding of God's creation and providence which draws upon both scripture and science and which allows us to enjoy the benefits of his provision through such things as medicine and technology without a schizophrenic denial of their scientific basis. Having said that, theories of the development of life and the cosmos are areas of debate among scientists, and probably always will be, even when the broad patterns are clear and settled. Christians are to be encouraged to engage in this debate, providing there is proper respect for both science and scripture, coupled with humility in articulating our understanding of each.





Bioethics

Bioethics concerns human (and also animal) life and death issues. In relation to the application of medical technology, the central issue is a correct understanding of what constitutes a person made in God's image. Although the Bible offers few direct precedents for contemporary medicine, it says plenty about our place in creation, and what it means to be human, and it is important to draw on this biblical view when deciding how properly to apply technology in relation to health, reproduction, and relationships, and when defining the beginning of human life. 6





12.2 Discussion questions


	How do you understand God, his creation and his word? Do you see them as coherent, and tied together?


	How does this affect your approach to understanding both creation and scripture?


	Do you agree that a proper understanding of science and scripture means that they can never contradict one another? Is the idea of God's two books helpful?


	Does studying science encourage or discourage your faith? Does it lead you to a sense of worship?


	Have you encountered people trying to make science the basis of statements about purpose and meaning? How do you respond to them?


	Where do you think the biblical teaching of humans being made in God's image is most applicable today?


	What place is there in your thinking for scepticism? For cynicism?









12.3 Apologetics: The mind in defence of the faith

Apologetics is the defence of the Christian faith in the face of opposing arguments. 1 Peter 3:15 says "Always be prepared to give an answer [apologian] to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have." Traditionally apologetics has dealt with philosophical questions such as proofs for the existence of God or the problem of evil or the historicity of the resurrection. But the 21st century context adds further issues that thinking Christians will confront.




The 21st century context for apologetics

Several things have contributed to a more pressing need in the churches today, and especially among their younger members, to engage with a range of issues and not merely know their Bible.

First is fundamentalism in the church and in other religious movements such as Islam. Fundamentalism is the irrational and reactionary grasping for certainty where it is inappropriate, often out of fear or at least insecurity. This is antithetical to the kind of Christian mind outlined in this chapter and it is tragic and wrong in its lack of confidence in God's world, his works and his word. Today, not only are Christian and Islamic fundamentalisms prevalent but atheistic fundamentalism is on the rise, led by authors such as Richard Dawkins and Christopher Hitchens who are vitriolic in their attacks on faith although they have not taken the trouble to understand it.7 These fundamentalisms often impact people's freedom of speech and basic individual liberty which arise from a Christian view of humanity.

Postmodernism is the second more recent context of Christian apologetics. As noted above, a key characteristic of postmodernism is the premise that absolute truth in science or anything else, notably faith, cannot be known. Although its influence is waning, there is still a generation of people affected strongly by this sort of relativistic thinking with detriment to their understanding of both science and revealed truth.

The challenges of both postmodernism and fundamentalism demand of Christians that they understand something of the interface between the Bible and culture so as to be able to talk with those strongly influenced one way or another by these movements. Apologetics - the use of reasoned arguments to promote or defend the faith - needs to feature in preaching and teaching programs, not merely be left to motivated readers to pursue - although that too is a necessary start.

While few Christians will be capable of mastering a wide understanding of apologetic issues, each of us can grapple with those areas in which we are competent by virtue of vocation or because we have a personal interest in issues that we reflect on in our daily lives. One area that is central and that Christians should have a basic grasp of is the nature and limits of science.





Science

An understanding of how science relates to theology is important in order to counter some of the very damaging assaults on both of them from within the church, from academic circles and especially from popular culture (as we have seen above with respect to the New Atheists.) The issues expounded briefly in the previous sections are basic to this enterprise. If major parts of the church become infected with anti-scientific nostrums put forward by fundamentalists as essential to faith, then any scientifically-literate Christian is faced with either renouncing that faith or compromising their integrity by living according to two conflicting frames of reference and avoiding discussion of the contradiction. Centuries ago, Saint Augustine cautioned against this danger in The Literal Meaning of Genesis:


If [non-Christians] find a Christian mistaken in a field which they themselves know well and hear him maintaining his foolish opinions about our books [Scripture], how are they going to believe those books?



Francis Collins, who was head of the Human Genome Project and now of the National Institutes of Health in the USA, has written a gentle science-based apologetic for the Christian faith from his standpoint as one of the world's most eminent scientists.8 In respect to this issue in the US churches he writes:


By sending a message to young people that science is dangerous, and that pursuing science may well mean rejecting religious faith, young earth creationism may be depriving science of some of its most promising future talents. ... [And it] does even more damage to faith, by demanding that belief in God requires assent to fundamentally flawed claims about the natural world. ... To adhere to the faith of their childhood, they are required to reject a broad and rigorous body of scientific data, effectively committing intellectual suicide.



So people turn away from faith with its anti-scientific baggage in order to opt for the truth of science. Collins does not labour the point beyond "A Plea for Reason" lovingly addressed to "the evangelical Christian church", but he supports the view that this will progressively debilitate many of those parts of the US church which are not already spiritually compromised in other ways.





Science and the anthropic principle

In recent decades our scientific knowledge of God's creation has expanded greatly, and for many Christians this has provided an increasingly substantial basis for belief in God. One of the significant areas of recent scientific agreement that concords with Christianity is cosmology. It is now widely agreed that the universe began with what is colloquially called the "big bang" some 13.8 billion years ago. Christians don't have to look far to see an echo of Genesis 1:1-2. Given that the universe had a beginning, one of the questions that arises is how life on Earth occurred and survived. This question is about what is called the anthropic principle or the fine-tuning of this universe. The extraordinary thing about the universe is that it is fine-tuned so that it supports life on Earth. It is worth taking a lengthy excursus and allowing John Polkinghorne to explain.


John Polkinghorne on the fine-tuning of the universe

"Four fundamental forces of nature operate in our universe. Their intrinsic strengths are determined by the values of four corresponding constants of nature. The fine structure constant (alpha) specifies the strength of electromagnetism; Newton's gravitational constant (G) specifies the strength of gravity; and two constants specify the strengths of the nuclear forces, gs for the strong forces that hold nuclei together, and gw for the weak forces that cause some nuclear decays and also control the interactions of neutrinos. The magnitudes of all these constants are tightly constrained if the universe is to be capable of producing life.

"If gw were a little smaller, the early universe would have converted all its hydrogen into helium before it had cooled below the temperature at which cosmic nuclear processes ceased. Not only would this have meant no water, so essential to life, but there would also only have been helium-burning stars, which would not have lived long enough to support the development of life on one of their planets. If gw had been somewhat bigger, supernova explosions would have been inhibited.

"The latter fact would have had serious consequences for the elaborate and delicately balanced processes by which the chemical raw material of life are made. Because the very early universe is simple, it only produces the two simplest elements, hydrogen and helium. They have too boring a chemistry to provide the basis for anything as interesting as life. That requires more than twenty further elements, above all carbon, whose chemical properties enable the formation of the long chain molecules that afford the biochemical basis of life. The only place in the universe where carbon is made is in the interior nuclear furnaces of the stars. All living beings are made of stardust. Untangling the chain of nuclear interactions by which carbon and the heavier elements were made was one of the triumphs of twentieth-century astrophysics. Fred Hoyle, who was a pioneer in this work, saw that stellar carbon production was only possible because there was a resonance (a large enhancement effect) occurring at a particular energy in carbon, and also there was the absence of a similar resonance in oxygen, which prevented the carbon's being lost because it had all got turned into oxygen. These detailed nuclear properties depend upon the value of gs, and if that value had been somewhat different, there could have been no carbon, and thus no carbon-based life. When he realised this, Hoyle, atheist though he was, is reported to have said that the universe was a 'put-up job'. He could not suppose that such significant fine-tuning was merely a happy accident.

"Inside a star it is not possible to produce elements beyond iron, the most stable of the nuclear species. Two problems therefore remain: how to make the heavier elements, some of which are also necessary for life, and how to get the lighter elements out of the star that has made them. A supernova explosion solves both problems since the neutrino interactions that accompany it also make elements heavier than iron, provided that gw takes an appropriate value.

"Stars have a second role to play in enabling life, simply by providing long-term (billions of years) and relatively stable sources of energy to fuel the process. This requires the ratio of electromagnetism to gravity to lie within close limits - otherwise stars would either burn so furiously that they could only live for a few million years, or so feebly that they were not much use anyway.

"Many other anthropic constraints could be mentioned."

"An anthropic universe is a very particular universe indeed. It is also worthy of note that, while multiple conditions constrain the constants of nature, yet there is a set of values consistently satisfying them all, a remarkable fact in itself about the constitution of the world. All scientists agree that the physical fabric of the universe had to take a very particular form if carbon-based life were to be able to evolve within its history. Where disagreements begin is in discussing what might be the significance of this remarkable fact."

John Polkinghorne, The Anthropic Principle and the Science and Religion Debate, Faraday paper # 4.







The creation

In recent years, especially as the question of human-induced climate change has become high-profile, we have become increasingly aware of the need to have a solid Christian understanding of what it means to be responsible stewards of God's creation.9 Ian Barns, for instance, has written of the need to recover "an authentically Biblical creation discourse within the life of Christian communities". While he reiterates some of the points expounded in this chapter, he also makes the valuable point that while we are individually responsible for the state of our own minds, there is a community role in building one another up on a wider front than simply faith and ethics. Despite the efforts of theologians and philosophers, he says,


at the level of most Christian congregations there is a significant gulf between Christian faith and science, particularly with respect to evolutionary biology. This is a great concern, since in the long term an authentic Christian engagement with modernity depends on the capacity of Christian communities to read the Scriptures in a way that engages with, rather than reacts against, developments in science and technology. It is within church communities that ordinary Christians should be able to find guidance for dealing with the metaphysical challenges of modern evolutionary biology. It is from within such communities that young Christians embark on university studies in science-based disciplines and other professions that take for granted a worldview suggested by contemporary science. A lack of a faithful and intelligent creation discourse can make all the difference as to whether the children of the church learn to think Christianly in their secular pursuits, or instead compartmentalise their different worlds, or simply drop out.
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Aesthetics

One step away from apologetics, and particularly related to the creation, is aesthetics. Being created in God's image means that humans are intrinsically creative, and part of that creativity relates to the arts, beauty and aesthetics. These are possible responses to the wonder of God's creation, considered aesthetically rather than with the utilitarian emphasis of science and technology. Celebrating God's creation and responding to the beauty of God himself has produced wonderful works of art and music, and should continue to do so. That is a very proper outworking of the Christian mind and an endeavour that anticipates the full redemption of creation.

God uses wonder to teach us of himself and encourage us to respect his creation. Wonder is an attribute to encourage; it spurs the mind to enquire and to dispel ignorance as well as to take pleasure in understanding God's creation. This in turn leads to worship of its creator.





12.3 Discussion questions


	Which areas of apologetics do you find most interesting?


	Would you say you are able to counter postmodernism in discussion with peers?


	Do you agree with the quoted words of Francis Collins? Or of Ian Barns? Would you say this is a problem in your church or fellowship? If so, how might you counter it?


	Where do you most readily see God's beauty expressed in the arts?









12.4 Intellectual diet

This chapter has shown why it is essential for Christians to feed their minds and to be able to engage with important cultural issues from a thoroughly Christian point of view. So there is an important ongoing responsibility for us to feed our minds with wholesome and positive material from reputable Christian teachers and writers. There are many good Christian books suited to any individual (as well as the junk or too-lightweight on one hand, and the too-sophisticated on the other). More resources are available from reputable sources on the internet. A steady diet of these over many years has a great effect.

In relation to knowledge, a sense of humility will help prevent us from asserting more knowledge, understanding and wisdom than is appropriate. And a respect for knowledge and understanding will help us wisely reject shallow dogmatism. Increased understanding of God's creation, especially through science, should lead to worship — and in our experience often does so.

Finally, cynicism is not appropriate as a Christian mindset, and sits uncomfortably with any positive view of God and his world. As a default attitude it questions people's motives and the worthwhileness of much that we are faced with, even life itself. Yet it is unavoidable in some circumstances unless we switch off our critical faculties-who can avoid being cynical about many offers and claims that are made to us? It is hard to remain uninfected with the cynicism which pervades much public and especially political discourse. Of course a healthy skepticism which does not take things at face value and which questions a great deal is vital in life (as well as to science).

We should not be gullible or too-easily convinced. But cynicism, which erodes trust, can readily infect our attitudes rather broadly and become a corrosive and soul-destroying cancer. It can prevent us seeing the positive things God is doing because we look only for the hidden negatives, and our default assumptions are suspicious and negative. A Christian mind needs to counter this and be open to perceiving God's action and purposes in many things, even if we don't understand them or even have some discomfort with them. At the same time we need to be wise, not naive, often skeptical but seldom cynical.





12.5. Applying a Christian mind

The ethics and laws that govern Western society owe much of their origins to Christian teaching - to the dignity of the individual, made in the image of God, and the freedom and responsibility that underpin. This fact is decreasingly evident or recognized in the public square, and those values are under challenge on several fronts. Often self-interest, which has a proper form, is becoming detached from consideration of others and the common good.

The 'postmodern' emphasis on the rejection of absolutes and the substitution of an individual's own authority and perspective, if unmodified by any transcendent set of values and meaning, can lead either to a naive tolerance or to a destructive form of self-interest. Individual freedom needs to be exercised within an ethical framework and within some form of mutual responsibility and obligation, not with assertion of rights disconnected from corresponding responsibilities and duties.

There is a major challenge for Christians to engage this self-centred and subjective set of values and commend an alternative, pointing to a freedom which serves others, or at least fully considers others. Consumerism arising from prosperity with a culture of entitlement and exaggerated individualism is in stark contrast to gospel values, and our lives need to witness to that. The challenge is cultural rather than intellectual, but it is deeply rooted, and Christians are now a cultural minority.

Many Christians have not adjusted to no longer being part of the cultural mainstream with institutional privilege. We are part of a worldview minority and moral minority attracting an increasing chorus of derision and even antagonism due to our different beliefs and being seen as intolerant. So both our convictions and lifestyle need to be actively nurtured, with the need to maintain both empathy and well-based principles. As Christians we need to show that we are in possession of something better that radical individualism and its messy consequences. The so-called moralistic therapeutic deism10 characterising much of the church today will not do this.

It is becoming increasingly common for people, especially through the use of social media, to stigmatise and condemn certain ideas or viewpoints which they regard as beyond the pale. Some of these are indeed reprehensible, but others are simply expressions of social conservatism, or a right-leaning politics, or a traditional approach to moral issues. Condemning or stigmatising viewpoints in this way, especially where the aim (and sometimes the effect) is to destroy a person's reputation and see him or her removed from their post, is contrary to a healthy free speech in a free society and should not be indulged in or encouraged by Christians of whatever political or theological persuasion.

On the other hand, the responsibility which freedom requires to be sustainable and civil is best supported not by laws which penalise aberrant behaviour, but by social pressures to recognise and accept moral responsibilities. A free society which is healthy will have few laws but will maintain decency and point people towards civil and responsible behaviour by the ethically informed interaction of citizens. In this context, some measure of social disapproval and stigma is salutary for discouraging undesirable behaviour, provided it does not leave people unable to function as productive members of society or deprive them of their rights.





Notes









1. Notably divinity of Christ, reality of his resurrection as well as primacy of humankind in nature, possibility of the miraculous, possibility of acquiring truth, uniqueness of truth, corruption of man in himself and not simply as victim of social forces (original sin), personal moral responsibility of the individual and justness of punishment for moral failure, as well as continuing centrality of marriage despite social changes.



2. A very worthwhile book covering not only science but also philosophy and morality in the context of atheist critique is Dinesh D'Souza's What's so Great about Christianity, 2007. A review is appended.



3. Logos is a Greek word used by John in his Gospel and normally translated 'word' ("In the beginning was the word ... and everything was created through him/it ...and the word became flesh.") But the word logos has a broad meaning and usage and can mean 'rationality', 'rational principle' etc.



4. Francis Collins, Head of the Human Genome Project, writes: "If these claims [of Young Earth Creationism] were actually true, it would lead to a complete and irreversible collapse of the sciences of physics, chemistry, cosmology, geology and biology."



5. A 2009 IVP book Should Christians Embrace Evolution? is particularly reprehensible in being an ad hominem attack misrepresenting a leading scientist and supporting young-Earth creationism.



6. John Wyatt's book Matters of Life and Death - Human dilemmas in the light of the Christian faith, IVP 2009, is particularly commended



7. A very worthwhile book covering not only science but also philosophy and morality in the context of atheist critique is Dinesh D'Souza's What's so Great about Christianity, 2007. A review is appended.



8. Collins, Francis S. 2006, The Language of God - a scientist presents evidence for belief, Free Press, Simon & Schuster, New York.



9. Christians should never talk about 'the environment', which is an abstraction that tends to carry a lot of baggage inimical to proper stewardship of it. God's creation should never be reduced to that noun in Christian discourse.



10. There is a Creator God, he is there to solve your problems and make you happy, and you should be nice and fair to people so you can feel happy and fulfilled.
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13. Reflections from the co-author

In many ways, being a Christian in one's 20s is hard. It is a time of life in which we are making many choices for ourselves which will substantially shape our future. We are looking for a person to marry, a job to do, and a place to live - and these things cannot be considered in isolation. We are deciding how to spend our time and money, and how best to employ our gifts and abilities. And as if this wasn't hard enough for unbelievers to do, as Christians we must also seek out and stick to God's will and purpose for our lives.

It can sometimes feel that Christian discipleship does little more than unhelpfully restrict us in our range of options. It limits our choice of life-partner to a heterophile Christian, and bans us completely from half-hearted romantic relationships and casual sexual activities. It places obligations of love on every aspect of our lives, and obliges us to seek and pursue God's will over our own every step of the way. It makes us accountable for everything we do, all of the time. I hope no one ever said that being a Christian was the easy way out, because if they did they've never really tried it.

On this path to which we, as Christians, have been called we have two great comforts. The first is that God's will for us is good, his purposes towards us are to prosper and not to harm, and that in following we can expect to find at least enough blessing to see us through, and often much more. The second is that, whatever our lot in this earthly life, it does not compare with the blessing and joy which await us in heaven, which the New Testament teaches are the reward for our perseverance in the faith.

Part of this perseverance is a discipline to commit ourselves to God's ways - to faith, to love, and to purity of life. What this means in practice can sometimes be difficult to discern, let alone to live out consistently. For this reason God surrounds us with Christians in his church, both older and wiser brethren who can teach and guide us, and peers with whom we journey together. Most importantly of all, God provides every Christian without exception, from flag-waving Pentecostal to incense-burning Catholic, with his Holy Spirit to strengthen and sanctify us throughout our earthly lives. Moreover, we have his forgiveness when we fail, and grace to try again.

Let us heed then the wisdom God has provided for us, lean on those around us to help us apply it, and pray to God for strength to persevere. He has bought our souls with his own Son's blood, and rescued us in his grace, so we can be sure that he is not about to let go of us, even if we sometimes feel like letting go of him. In this confidence then, a confidence in his faithfulness much more than in our own, we can push forward in living this life in obedience to his will, as we wait for the hope of eternal life when all earthly struggles will be past.

WBJ
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Appendix 1: A young person's fourfold defences against sin - a personal statement (guy in early 20s)




1. Biblical basis - sexual sin

The biblical approach identifies sexual sin for what it is - abhorrent before a pure and holy God. For me this approach involves digesting passages such as Job 31:1 "I made a covenant with my eyes not to look lustfully at a girl", 2 Timothy 2:22 "Flee the evil desires of youth, and pursue righteousness, faith, love and peace along with those who call upon the Lord out of a pure heart," and a whole host of other verses which determine a proper attitude to people and to porn. I find that this helps prevent me from approaching this issue by setting limits which are merely acceptable to myself (eg. "As long as I don't do xyz...", "But everyone else does that..."), and reminds me that the only criterion which God sets is Christ himself. Since we will always fall short of this I think it's important to have other approaches along with the biblical approach:





2. Incentives

The incentive-based approach focuses on consequences. It presumes upon a more full and deeply enjoyable sexual satisfaction in the future context of a committed long-term relationship - 'how God intended it'. Things such as unhealthy sexual fantasies, remembrance of past sexual images or past sexual experience, and worldly-driven unrealistic sexual expectations all have a strong potential for stealing part of the joy which is to be found in due course in the 'one flesh' committed sexual relationship which is his intention for most of us - certainly I believe for me. Hence, I find considerable motivation for staying 'on track' by considering the positive rewards which I expect to be mine in the future.





3. Disincentives

The disincentive-based approach also focuses on consequences, but instead of the positives from maintaining sexual purity, it considers the incredible bondage experienced when under siege in relation to sexual sin. Paul noted in Romans 1:24,26 that where people opted in to sexual sin, and where we meddle with it, that's what he allows us to do and experience, including the consequences. God's punishment is exactly what we may seek, with its sense of degradation and closed-off options. Yielding to sin does not satisfy a craving, it intensifies it. In some ways we often forget that it's not just about sexual sin being abhorrent to God (true as this is) - rather that God will allow (on our choosing) these sexual sins to plague our lives, so that our experience is far short of the abundant life which is promised in Christ.





4. Psychological support

This grapples with what it is which causes me to continually stumble back to sinful habits - our sinful nature. Even the strong motivation of the previous three approaches somehow gets clouded in the heat of the moment. Hence, I feel we must implement strategies which remind us of those motivations in our weakest moments. These methods include knowing that we must own and discuss these things with accountability partners, and also a personal and pointed reminder. Every person will have their own methods which form this approach. For me, the reminder comes in the form of a sheet of paper I make myself sign and date whenever I muck up. Then at any particular moment when I am tempted I always think back to the piece of paper I signed, headed "It's not that good!" - whether that be a month, a week, a day ago. I remember that at the time I last signed it, how I did so with the intent of reminding myself at such a moment, that the allure of that sexual desire is false in its claims and inevitably unsatisfying. It also provides a method by which to 'grieve the sin' - when you have to add a signature and date to the paper, you do so very consciously before the Lord and it then comprises a part of the necessary repentance.

But battling sexual temptation should not become the preoccupation of one's daily living - that will likely exacerbate the problem. Sure, spiritually "putting on the armour" on a regular basis is in order, but we shouldn't try to do it all on our own. Better to have close prayer/accountability partners do the job, while you carry the burden of prayer in relation to their particular weaknesses and vulnerabilities.

Taken together, these are a big help in my personal discipleship and I expect to enjoy the benefits in my future marriage.
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Appendix 2: A sensitive dialogue - Masturbation issues and views

In many ways it is odd that this topic needs treatment in a book like this, but for the reasons given in the early chapters, it clearly does. We would argue that the sensitivity involved is, broadly speaking, a positive thing compared with indifference or with premature sexual indulgence. The views expressed here, all by conscientious Christian males beyond teenage years, are real within our collective experience and not fictional (beyond the literary device of the conversation). It will probably be obvious that the real-life time scale of a shift in attitude like that in one of those involved is more than the few minutes it takes to read!

For serious treatment of the subject read section 4.3, which also grapples with the modern issue of prevalent pornography. This Appendix does not do so, since it was written before the magnitude of today's porn problem was evident to the authors, nor bearing upon the guys represented here. Porn is discussed in section 2.5 and we readily concede that for those Christians who are fighting their way out of porn addiction, masturbation is usually not a sensible option.

For a light-hearted and fun dialectical approach, which touches on some guys' questions which are not easily written about in the book itself, read on!

Sean: As self-pleasure, masturbation is an entirely wholesome and proper activity. Of course it is not what the equipment is designed for, but in the interim until the time for marriage union, it's perfectly natural and normal. Indeed, it needs to be included in what we thank God for. What's the problem?

James: The problem is that it's addictive. Orgasm releases a chemical in the brain, just like drugs do, and you tend to get hooked on it, so it's clearly wrong.

Paul: OK, so sex within marriage is equally wrong? Come on, that's simply an argument for self-control!

Mike: Sean seems to be going a bit far, but I would see masturbation as a safety valve to lower the emotional temperature so I can get my mind off sexual fantasies in order to get to sleep, or concentrate on whatever. I use it as a way of managing my sexual urges and relieving the emotional pressure created by them, while not pretending that it is virtuous.

Darren: Isn't the pressure valve argument a bit overdone? Don't you really mean that when you are sexually stimulated by thinking of someone in a mental fantasy, this is the genital corollary? That's more like consummation than lust control!

Mike: Sometimes, but often it is before the carnal thoughts take hold, and it does head them off to a large extent. Also I jerk off quite often to be able to relax a bit, or before an evening with my girlfriend - it enables me to focus on her as a person without being constantly diverted by the genital possibilities. I guess I just have fairly high libido, and often I really ache for the coital prospects. For most non-Christians of course the evening would naturally conclude in bed.

Darren: Does she know about that preliminary activity?

Mike: I don't think girls understand guys in that respect. She would probably just think it was dirty, rather than .........

Alistair: Come on! Leaving aside the timing, I reckon she would be really worried if you weren't aroused by her! Surely she would assume that you masturbate sometimes when you are thinking about her?

Sean: I've told my girlfriend that I do it, and she's cool with that! Why shouldn't she be?

James: Well I haven't had to wrestle with the issue as a frustrated super-stud, like Mike! And his comment does imply that many horny guys might well feel that Christian constraints on premarital sex are just too much to bear. I'd answer Sean by saying that the problem is what goes on in the mind rather than manually. But Mike, do you mean that without the constraints arising from your discipleship, you would be going at it with your girlfriend like a demented billygoat?

Mike: Oh thanks! I guess that's one way of putting it! For me, I'd argue that this safety valve use - even the way Darren sees it - represents a greater degree of self-control for me than abstinence does for a person with low libido. In this sexual management role, or also incidentally as a soporific, it's really just a body function with the same significance as wet dreams.

....... And regarding dating, lots of guys do that. Otherwise it feels as though you're embarking on the evening with a loaded gun.

Darren: I think that is conceding too much to the old nature rather than the new life in Christ and the degree to which the Holy Spirit can change things. I would strongly discourage masturbation, even when focused on a girlfriend like Al suggests, or unloading Mike's "gun". My own experience and that of several friends is that thoughts and attitudes become generally healthier when abstaining. And I don't think that getting used to immediate gratification in that department is the best preparation for real sex which consummates a real relationship in self-giving, not just gratification.

Mike: That sounds a bit like repression to me. I would be worried about effectively neutering myself if I blocked every thought of sex, and became like some of the guys at church who seem to have no real sexuality - as far as I can see from their lack of relationships. Is God really helping them towards a proper romantic relationship?

Sean: It doesn't have to be instant gratification Darren, it can be done slowly and drawn out like sex itself. And if we don't enjoy that kind of pleasure before marriage, but regard it with guilty unease, how are we supposed to suddenly rejoice in it on our wedding night? Obviously coital sex is only meant to be within marriage, but where does the bible say that orgasm is only there, rather than being enjoyed in the years before marriage?

James: The issue is essentially one of self-control in achieving sexual purity, and putting the whole question into the context of relationships. I used to find that masturbation complicates rather than eases the task of keeping my mind on wholesome aspects of relationships with girls, and I see Paul's contrast between sexual impurity and self-control in Galatians 5 as applying very much to this. While I would not see the behaviour as a major issue in itself, I certainly would discourage rather than affirm it, and I agree with Darren. When you draw the line and seek God's help in lust control, he gives it!

Darren: Earlier I let myself retreat to where my main "sexual" buzz was wanking, instead of pushing myself to engage with girls and enjoying that. That was pathetic!

Matthew: Yeah, though for me the main issue is that I cannot get away from the thought that girls can see from something about me that I masturbate, and I don't have the confidence to engage them in the way I yearn to. I guess it may just be self-image, but do you reckon they can tell?

James: No way! Absolutely not. Of course we all have different degrees of self-confidence with girls, but that isn't the variable! Girls can certainly pick up vibes about self-image and self-confidence, but not masturbation as such. Mike is living proof!

Sean: I agree. Maybe mine is in some ways a liberal view in the Christian context, but I would say that as part of managing my sexuality without indulgent promiscuity, flogging the dolphin occasionally should be seen as a virtuous activity and not necessarily less glorifying to God than working out in the gym or jogging, or even sex in marriage for that matter - assuming the wank is done for straightforward pleasure, rather than indulging or climaxing torrid fantasies.

Darren: Come on! How often does masturbation happen like that - without the lustful thoughts and fantasies? Surely it's something better avoided - though I agree that lapses are no big deal. In fact isn't Mike really admitting that for him it's usually the physical and genital counterpart of unrestrained lust? An indulgence of it, in fact?

Mike: Let me think about that. But I agree with James that self-control is important. For me that usually means limiting it to once a day. As long as you aren't doing it in the process of getting off on some lurid fantasy .......

Sean: OK Darren, perhaps one is sometimes grappling with lewd fantasies which amount to lust, but the question really is, how do you dampen them down and move on? I guess you are right about the indulging, though the other way to approach it is to ask whether the action exacerbates those thoughts or expresses them inappropriately. Does it feed fantasies, or relieve them? That is the issue.

........In that situation, what better way to clear the brain and put them behind you than a quick bit of stimulation and relief around the lightning conductor of those emotions? Much as Mike said. And why can't this be seen as positive - part of the proper premarital (or extra marital) mind-body emotional exercise? Orgasmic recreation? Or at least as neutral - like a habit such as biting fingernails - and the less worried about, the better?

Mike: It's more positive than that, Sean! In fact there's a scientific study showing clearly that ejaculation at least five times per week, especially during one's 20s, significantly diminishes the likelihood of prostate cancer later in life. So it makes sense to masturbate plenty until you're married.

James: Yeah, that was based on a questionnaire filled in by 2500 guys and published a few years ago. Where's the follow-up confirmation? Or scientific explanation of how the wanking helps the gland? Anyway, most prostate cancers are benign.

........Look, we know sex is intrinsically good, within a particular relationship. But masturbation tends to be free-ranging, with all sorts of thoughts fuelling it. For a single guy there's no particular appropriate object.

Paul: That's a good point! So surely there's a difference if you are in a steady relationship? If you are enjoying the emotional high of a particular steady relationship isn't masturbation focused on her an appropriate behaviour? Certainly it is pre-marital and vaguely sexual, but it isn't lust in the sense I understand it because it is mentally monogamous and focused on the person, not just casual and genital. In fact picking up Al's earlier comment, surely one could assume your girlfriend's tacit consent?

Darren: Tacit or explicit? If you tell her that's what you are doing, you in effect invite her to do the same, in her bed or boudoir. Then you are having virtual sex together! WooHoo! Sounds great!

Paul: Oh fair go! I don't see it like that! It's really quite different to doing it in the way you and Sean have just mentioned. There is still self control but it's mainly around not letting thoughts be genitally focused, and curbing the frequency of it. Perhaps this is in part picking up the pressure valve rationale, but it's more than that, and only Mike and Al have really mentioned how girlfriends affect the question. I think it transforms the situation!

Darren: I can't really buy that - I'd see it as negative - because Sean concedes that it is an expression of lust and yearned-for promiscuity or even adultery, and Paul now says that it's potentially a kind of premarital sex.

.........It surely amounts to a collapse of self-control. Look, self-control to the extent of abstinence is much the better place to be. I used to find that masturbation was quite addictive, and it tended to create rather than alleviate unhealthy patterns of thought when I was on my own.

Paul: Yes, it did for me too. But since I've been in a steady relationship, the fantasies have given way to just a comfortable longing and it seems right to express that when I'm on my own in that way. It's meditative and focused, not just lustful fantasy.

James: Hey, meditative masturbation is a new thought! I'll float that one with the pastor!

Sean: Don't be sarcastic! I agree with Paul, especially if it's focused on the person, not the genital aspects or fantasies. In any case I think Darren is mixing up the action with the thoughts which may lead to it. If you find that your conscience is accusing you of the act, isn't the issue really those deliciously entertained thoughts which lead to it? Leaving aside the deliberate exposure to porn or similar, when in the mind does thought about coital union become lust? Or a bit of sexual fantasy become sin? And how do we minimise those thoughts and temptations, or even defuse them? How can we get to the point of being able to laugh at them? For me that answer is clear.

Mike: I agree! No point in boiling your brain trying to control lust. Better to derail it!

Alistair: I support Paul too! The girlfriend context is really important, though not in the way Darren seems to think. I find that thinking about her quickens my pulse and enlivens me inside - there are no particular genital thoughts involved, even if this euphoric thought does lead me to masturbate. Certainly I don't fantasise about having sex with her, it's just that the warm yearning coincides with being horny I guess, and it seems appropriate. How is this morally or spiritually different from a wet dream?

Paul: That puts it well! Tell me Darren: whether as self-pleasure or relief or with girlfriend focus, why should a single Christian be any more sheepish or embarrassed about it than a married Christian is about having sex with his spouse? Of course neither are public acts, neither are part of normal social conversation, but also neither should be furtive or shameful.

Sean: Yeah, both can be part of celebrating how God has made us! What's wrong with stretching out and enjoying leisurely self-pleasuring occasionally? Or like Paul, relish his relationship? I reckon Paul has a point with his worshipful wanking - if he can keep his thoughts above the navel then that's a principled compromise.

Darren: Come on guys! Doesn't Jesus say it's better to pluck out your eye if it leads you to lust after your girlfriend, and cut off your right hand if you masturbate with it? That's pretty heavy stuff!

Sean: Huh? Which version of the Bible do you read? Jesus certainly didn't say what you suggest! That is a prudish misrepresentation. Anyway I'm left-handed.

Mike: There's another issue too, about keeping all systems in good shape for marriage. Wet dreams are fine physiologically, but they don't give you any experience of maintaining an erection or determining how and when you climax. Those are significant in the marriage bed, and masturbation prepares you much better than abstinence.

Darren: There's a big difference between sex and masturbation. Sex is ordained by God and is even put forward as an expression of our relationship with him. The Bible is silent on masturbation because it is completely self-centred and therefore expresses the very essence of sin!

Sean: OK, does that mean that anything solitary we enjoy which is not commended in the Bible is similarly wrong? Maybe the Bible is silent on it for the same reason that it's silent on other ordinary and normal activities, in this case simply premarital ones. I see masturbation as entirely proper premarital enjoyment.

Anyway, what's the moral difference between masturbating and going for a short run? Should you feel better about the one than the other? - don't just roll your eyes at me - tell me: Why?

Mike: Obviously as different individuals we go in different ways on these matters, for all sorts of reasons. There's surely room for that within what is implicitly allowed in biblical teaching if one isn't as creative as Darren. The main point which I think is important is that any genital self-pleasure must not displace social engagement which stirs the hormones and exercises the emotions, or it would be narcissistic. Masturbation certainly doesn't address the desire for human intimacy, in fact it could even displace that desire, especially if what Sean sees as cool became a recreational routine!

Alistair: Yes, and leading on from that I think we need to keep in mind that outside the Christian context, one of the outcomes of exposure to porn is that some guys find real relationships more demanding and less exciting than the contrived frenzy they have seen, so revert to masturbation as their principal sexual outlet. This is obviously perverse and contrary to what sex is all about - the plumbing versus relationships question.

.... The point is that if they succumb to the temptation to look at it, porn will push Christians in that direction too, which is another good reason to steer well clear of it - something that many find is not easy. And Christians can easily rationalise it by the feeling that it is not affecting anyone else, and in any case, no-one else will know they have looked at it!

Darren: Yeah, porn is really the antithesis of sex, if you see sex as all about relationships and intimacy. Porn is like the opposite - focusing on the purely physical genital stuff and being totally self-centered in its stimulation - through the eyes to the thoughts and fantasies and then straight to the groin. Of course none of us, even as a Christian, is immune to the allure of that, but what a sad way to go.

........ And in answer to Sean, I can definitely say that when masturbating I would not have liked to share what went on in my mind with anybody, which I reckon is a clear sign of its sinful nature, and why I now abstain. Also I used to find that when I was masturbating a lot I didn't have the self-confidence to interact with girls wholesomely. Like Matthew, it affected my self-image quite a lot.

James: I agree with Darren and Al regarding porn. Unless you can laugh at it, stay well away! The moment it is seen as fascinating or stimulating, it's a real danger. For me the distracting sexual thought pattern is never too far away without that. But surely those lustful thoughts and fantasies which you can't entirely avoid are best dealt with without recourse to masturbation?

....... Personally, after a bit of a struggle to let go of the habit, I find that it is quite realistic. Of course that doesn't mean totally repressing everything vaguely sexual. One can still actively enjoy times of arousal and gain quiet pleasure from that without progressing to the deliberate action of masturbation. Most Christians of my age I know would support this position, even if at present they cannot fully live their own ideals, and resort to some quick relief occasionally. For many, their notion of WWJD is a clinching consideration, and they rein it in.

Sean: At the risk of sounding irreverent, that entirely begs the question, though we can certainly assume the ultimate in self-control. Anyway, for me masturbation and sexually-motivated relationships are quite distinct - I enjoy both! - even if the latter are simply social at this stage! And in that respect Paul may have a point in not being furtive about it.

Mike: OK James, I concede the possibility of more self-control than I have worked at, and I take the point that there is inevitably some indulgence of inappropriate thought. Darren's challenge about lust is a bit close to the bone, though I've never had his problem with self-image. But I do have a problem in how actually to turn things around and rein in the physical urges without boiling over. And I wish that there was a way to let girls know that we guys need all the sympathy we can get on this issue!

Sean: I agree with that! Even though I concede that abstinence is best in the face of acute temptations, I think it is OK to continue enjoying self-pleasuring occasionally when it can be a prolonged, relaxed enjoyment of that part of one's body. It's cool! I think you guys make too big a deal of it in that particular respect, and you certainly seem to assume too much about what goes on in my head at the time! I am frankly more relaxed about it, especially if used partly as a soporific, and I don't have guilt feelings after.

....... Of course, when one is under the hammer with unwholesome thoughts I acknowledge that self-control then is needed. I don't dissent from Darren and James there. And I really feel for Matthew, though he is beating himself up unduly.

Darren: I certainly assume that what goes on in Sean's head is that he is drawing on sexually-explicit thoughts, and even if they don't arise from exposure to porn images which are transferred to the mental wank bank for later indulgence, that is still a problem.

Paul: Good point, but given the broad context of thought and the fact that the act for me is not associated with a climax of lust or similar (though it has been in the past), I think it is legitimate and proper when focused on my girlfriend, and like Sean I thank God for the pleasure of it! I reckon it is really no big deal, and not in the same league as being tempted to go where one shouldn't - porn and so forth, or letting thoughts go out of control in any sexual intercourse directions.

Darren: If that's the case, it should be easier to avoid than for others like Mike, though if - and it's a big IF - your enjoyment is actually clean, I can't fault that. James makes a good point about healthy enjoyment of arousal without getting carried away. Keep the equipment for what it's designed for! But Mike, if you're serious about being prepared to draw a firm line, I'll make it a serious prayer point for a while and ask the Lord to enable you to make it happen!

.... St Paul in Romans 8 says very clearly that if we live according to our sinful nature we will die, but if by the Spirit we put to death the misdeeds of the body, we will live! That's pretty clear to me.

Sean: come on Darren! I feel I owe it to my future wife to keep the equipment properly exercised. Venting a bit of semen in a wet dream may keep the reproductive bits ticking over OK, but it doesn't keep you in shape for the orgasmic interaction which is central to marriage as I see it. And I doubt if any of us here recharge or nurture mental wank banks as you imply! Fair go!

James: That sounds like a rationalization! I reckon that putting aside things like masturbation is just part of the radical shift in behaviour that discipleship requires of us. Sorry if that seems a bit negative about Paul and Sean's position and about what I concede is not proscribed, but that's the way I see it!

.... I don't claim one hundred percent success in avoiding impurity on any front, but I reckon that's how we need to see the issue and meet the challenge of it. It's not so much that it's wrong, it's simply inappropriate if we take our discipleship seriously.

Alistair: I'm sure Saint Augustine1 would be proud of you James! And I certainly admire and respect that stance. But God created our bodies complete with sexuality and if he wanted us to avoid enjoying them with masturbation before we enjoy the marriage bed, surely he would have said so through the biblical writers? I reckon that in moderation and with self-control which is less than outright repression, we should be relaxed about it. We really need to concentrate our energy on cultivating and expressing the fruit of the Spirit, which the Bible does say a lot about! That is indeed taking our discipleship seriously!




Notes









1. For Augustine, the evil was not in the sexual act itself, but rather in the emotions that typically accompany it. Chastity is "a virtue of the mind, and ... is lost by the intention of sin, even if unperformed." Augustine's life experience led him to consider lust to be one of the most grievous sins, and a serious obstacle to the virtuous life.
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Appendix 3: Same-sex attraction - open and understood

Same-sex attraction (SSA) or 'homophile orientation' is used here to talk about sexual attraction towards a member of the same sex, in varying degrees, and without implication for activity, sense of identity or lifestyle. It is not uncommon to be SSA to some degree or at some stage of life. But God's design, evident in our biology, needs to determine how sexuality is expressed physically. As with the eros love discussed in Chapter 2, there may or may not be a genital aspect to the desire.

It is important to understand that this is not a black-and-white, either/or question, but rather a spectrum of inclination, an attribute, not fundamentally an identity. It may be fluid. Sexual orientation is also distinct from gender identity, though the two are sometimes bracketed together as SOGI. But desire is not the same as gender identity or social identity.

It is fundamentally important to distinguish the orientation or strong same-sex attraction from homosexual activity and distinctive 'gay' lifestyle - though 'gay' is generally accepted as a term for SSA social identity.1 Same-gender attraction (SGA) is a term sometimes used. Some measure of SSA may be treasured, but not seen as marriage guidance!

We recognise that there is a kind of same-sex attraction that is intense and tender but not sexual, and transcends those instincts which are hormonally-driven or possessive. It is not addressed here, but is mentioned in 1.3.




So what?

In any person with very strong and enduring SSA it can end up being a source of much grief or even much blessing, depending on how it is understood and managed. It is a variety of nature which in the short term is often the source of bewilderment, confusion and resentment. It can provide a special challenge to fully integrate God's truth with how love shapes a person's deeper relationships socially. But we should be grateful that the social stigma of SSA has largely been removed in recent years.

With gay marriage or 'marriage equality' becoming widely accepted in Western society, and the gay marriage and gay ordination issue rending the church, especially in the UK and the USA, the biblically-based response is reasonably well defined in the public square: marriage is properly between male and female, by complementary design. But this does not address the pastoral issue at all, and its failure to do so is especially a problem at churches with a very large population of unmarried people in their 20s to early 30s. The basic dilemma is no different elsewhere.

The main directly relevant teaching by Jesus is in Matthew 19:3-12, addressing the nature of marriage. After the disciples respond that it might be better not to marry, he says "not everyone can accept this saying, but only those to whom it has been given". Some are unable due to birth, circumstance, or choice not to marry. He does not make any moral distinction among those who don't marry for whatever reason. The birth and circumstance cases fit SSA quite well, and strong SSA adds one reason to many other reasons why anyone might remain unmarried by choice.

Both of us know some high-profile Christians and others low-profile who are strongly SSA and for whom that attribute contributes significantly to their fulsome life and ministry, albeit as single people who are open about their SSA.





Fluidity?

Sexual orientation, especially in adolescence and late teens is often fluid, for a variety of reasons. This is becoming more widely acknowledged, especially for women, and even celebrated unhelpfully. For young males, much here will be relevant.2 We simply emphasise that no-one under their mid 20s, and especially teenagers, should assume that any SSA they experience is other than transient.3 We counsel patience, restraint and normal social engagement.

Sexual orientation is affected by many factors which remain imperfectly understood. Those related to the social and emotional environment of growing up appear paramount, but genetic make-up, epigenetic influences in the womb, the wider culture a person currently lives in, and the choices which he or she has made can be significant too. Moreover, a person's precise sexual orientation does not necessarily remain constant, but can change over time, possibly in line with changes in that social and emotional environment, certainly with reinforcement of mental pathways, or in younger people, simply with greater maturity.

For many teenagers, a measure of SSA is a transient phase and will abate on its own to be replaced by heteronormative attraction if it is not reinforced by homosexual activity. This fluidity of sexual orientation is not uncommon and is no cause for great concern or opprobrium. With normal social interactions and by early 20s it will usually firm up in line with biological reality. However, recent government-supported activism to normalize fluidity of sexual orientation and expression of this in adolescents is counter to any Christian understanding of God's purposes and design, so should be countered.4





Options

We don't really have any choice about whether we are 'wired' as fully hetero, fully homo, or - more commonly - somewhere on the spectrum in between, so excited and aroused in both directions to some degree. But we do have choice about how we express ourselves and behave. The fully homophile/ SSA person can choose to be chaste or to indulge, the fully hetero person can choose sex before marriage or not, and to act on adulterous opportunities after it (or not). Those in between can choose to foster their inclinations one way or the other, who to hang out with, what visual stimuli to encourage or avoid, what physical stimuli (such as close romantic company of opposite-sex friend) to encourage and enjoy, and thereby condition their social orientation while not overlooking their vulnerabilities. To a significant degree the mental pathways can be trained in one direction rather than the other. They should manage their sexuality as an ability and never see it as a disability. Of course the need for self-control applies to all of us equally.

For many predominantly and strongly homophile Christians, lifelong singleness is the only option. While (heterosexual) divorce statistics are alarming, even in the church, the chances of same-sex relationships being even 'long-term' by any definition are statistically very low. This is not the key reason for Christians avoiding them, but it is relevant. Homophile orientation/ SSA is not morally wrong, but it may limit life options for a Christian. None of us can appropriately indulge any full sexual expression outside marriage. A very helpful interview with a prominent UK church leader which puts the whole issue into perspective for Christians is at http://www.e-n.org.uk/6028-A-battle-I-face.htm A book, The Plausibility Problem - the church and same-sex attraction deals with the question more fully, review here. Hopefully this will encourage more openness and acceptance in the church, since the secretive nature of SSA among Christians hitherto tended to mean that anyone who 'came out' was stigmatized in the evangelical fellowship, which was profoundly unjust and unhelpful. We also know others who are SSA to some degree, and for whom normal marriage may be an option or reality.





Turmoil, Gift or stigma?

In respect to discerning and thinking about different kinds of love, C.S.Lewis' The Four Loves is admirable - if only he had written it 30 years later so as to include more on homophile affections! 5

As a starting point we need to accept the well-documented fact that for three to four percent or so of our society (and presumably a similar proportion of Christians) this is an issue fairly central to their existence and even sense of identity (with up to two percent being strongly SSA). So the first thing is to grapple with the confusion of coming to terms with it as an unavoidable aspect of the way they are, a variety of nature like left-handedness, though often less clear-cut. The inner dynamics are not a matter of choice, and for many there is some turmoil involved with accepting any significant degree of homophile SSA. Some ambivalence of sexuality is not a bad thing if it is constrained a bit more sensibly than implied in the LGBTI ‘bi’ label that is often used. It can rejoice in hetero-normative sex while being a bit more switched on in social relationships with others of same sex, and very open to non-genital intimacy there.

Beyond that, in the broader scheme of things, is it to be seen as a sickness/ disability/ ailment as perceived by some, or should it be seen more as something like a gift? - albeit not one that anyone would seek, and certainly distinct from the charismata of Paul's writings; but it is simply part of a person's range of gifts and abilities nonetheless, akin to and related to other kinds of abilities and sensitivities which are deployed in God's service. Considered thus, it is something that God trusts few of his people with, on account of the readiness with which it can become a curse and bring disaster. Perhaps we should see it as an endowment like fire, because if self-control fails, people will readily be hurt rather than blessed through it.

But when the confusion and resentment abates, it does need to be perceived in the light of God's sovereign grace and of Paul's reminder that "in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose"6. It is something which requires a lot of wisdom and effort to manage in a godly way - a 'hard gift', since it often precludes the 'one flesh' relationship and physical-emotional intimacy of sexual union in marriage. It means therefore that the homophile Christian, more acutely than his or her peers, will often be offering to God thoughts and affections which are unworthy and asking him to transform them and use them, indeed to sanctify them, constrained by his Spirit.7





Spectrum, change and choice

It is clear that the question of sexual orientation is not absolute or binary, there are well-recognised gradations across a spectrum. Alfred Kinsey came up with a basic but useful 7-point scale which describes a person's sexual orientation at a given time. It runs from 0 (exclusively heterosexual) to 6 (exclusively homosexual), with 3 being equally hetero and homo. A person's position on the scale may change during their life, even substantially. It is important not to be thinking in terms of discrete categories, let alone communities. While a person's sexual orientation in adulthood is basically a given, there is plenty of scope for choice in how that is expressed, especially for those around the middle of the spectrum. Those choices lead to a measure of conditioning in the direction chosen.

Sometimes it is asserted that homosexuality is a matter of choice, that individuals simply choose to be that way. Fundamentally this is usually a cruel misrepresentation, except to a small extent as discussed below, though evidently female SSA is often less deeply ingrained than in males, and more a matter of choice. For most, however, there is choice only in its expression.

As already mentioned, SSA can change to some extent in the natural course of events and socialising. But that prospect cannot necessarily be held out to all who would wish it, especially those who are well towards the homo end of the spectrum. Possibly it depends on how the SSA has arisen, and insofar as it may be due to the social and emotional environment of growing up it may well change after that environment is left behind. Adolescent SSA is quite likely to change if it is not reinforced by sexual practice. Habits can be changed, but it is best to assume that adult nature cannot. Beyond that, don't ever limit the potential for God to change a person, but also don't presume that he will do so as readily as say healing a lame knee or a bout of depression by medical intervention. Touted Christian 'reorientation cures' based on SSA being seen as mental illness may be shonky and unhelpful in achieving change in homophile nature. SSA is not a mental illness and any such courses of 'treatment' beyond normal pastoral encouragement of patience, chastity and social engagement are not recommended.

It seems both unwise and unhelpful to categorise anyone under mid 20s on the basis of sexual orientation or for them to self-identify thus. Certainly we must recognize that some have a degree, perhaps great, of SSA, but we should not let this become in any way a distinguishing feature of them socially, let alone defining 'gay' identity. Give them social space and opportunity to mature in their sexuality.

We see two outstanding examples of individual men (both now departed for more than a decade) who we understand to have been driven by homophile affections and to have so managed and constrained those that they were used powerfully by God to positively influence the church and bring major blessing to many in it. So we default strongly to the view that it is no accident or mere affliction, but in fact and in the long run best seen as something potentially positive in the church (though of course any gift can be misused). Will Vaus in Mere Theology - a guide to the thought of CS Lewis says that Lewis "makes the point that every disability, homosexuality included, conceals a vocation. To discover this vocation the homosexual must accept sexual abstinence." This view is supported in both the theological and autobiographical sections of Holiness and Sexuality - homosexuality in a biblical context, edited by David Peterson. The autobiographical section, by Martin Hallett, is frank and helpful - his True Freedom Trust8 in the UK is one outcome, and a great blessing to many embattled homophile Christians. But for some homophile people, SSA is a trial rather than any kind of gift.

Both adult SSA in various degrees and conditions on the autism spectrum are, broadly, departures from God's design and symptomatic of the fallen creation. However, particular manifestations of each may be God's gifting for particular people. Strong SSA is sometimes associated with intense creativity, Asperger's syndrome with creative insight.

If in your late teens you find that you have a measure of SSA, don't be anxious, but work it into your social life without reading too much into it, though more physical restraint may be necessary than with individuals of the opposite sex. Be patient and prayerful, maybe take one or two into your confidence, and see how your emotional development proceeds through to your mid 20s. The SSA may well abate significantly by then, or it may strengthen, in which case chaste singleness may be the outlook, with avoidance of intense singular same-sex relationships. But meanwhile rejoice in how God has made you - by whatever combination of genetics and environment - and live out your social identity to the full!

It is worth noting that among evangelically-positioned organisations in this area there are those which proffer hopes of change (homo to hetero), those which rationalise the constraints on sexual expression, and those which foster and encourage resolve and mutual support, notably True Freedom Trust and LivingOut.org.

In public discourse SSA is sometimes linked with gender, which is a characteristic deeply embedded in our genes as a biological reality. Its expression may be influenced variously.





Negotiating the 20s and on

In a short-term perspective the situation of the homophile young person is really no different from that of any peers who are unmarried - both need to exercise self-control, etc. However, in fact of course there is a major difference between a young person who looks forward to the intimacy of the marriage bed as part of God's plan for them, and one who simply cannot - knowing that such wonderful bliss with their heart's desire is for them illegitimate and off the agenda. Their options and aspirations are really very constrained on that particular front, and one cannot even assume that they will see their future in the same way as the heterosexual person who decides to remain unmarried. However, beyond recognising that all long-term singles in the church need substantial care and support, it is not obvious how the church (or Christian peer group) can support homophile/ SSA Christians as such. They are in the same position as the other singles, and while we can recognise variety within singleness we should not deal with people as if different, nor let sympathy substitute for love. Any special support probably needs to be from special networks such as True Freedom Trust.

John Stott notes that homophile individuals have "a deep loneliness, the natural human hunger for mutual love, a search for identity, and a longing for completeness," and that like others who remain unmarried they should be able to find these things in the church family, if that term means anything, in providing "a Christian environment of love, understanding, acceptance and support." 9 They should not need to disclose their sexual orientation to everybody, though of course they do need to be able to talk very frankly with at least one wise confidante on what in this book we have called an accountability basis, with very specific and reliable prayer support. On the other hand, with the wide public acceptance of SSA today there is no reason for Christian adults to be more covert than others in declaring their sexual orientation, and openness gives a sort of public accountability in the church. They may need to make clear, in the context of liberal Christian views, that their SSA means a challenge to be chaste, not a licence to indulge.

A church men's weekend brought out the idea of hidden positives well (though not in relation to homophile situation specifically). Roy McLoughry talked about seeing "ashes experiences" - times when things seem to fall apart, such as a marriage problem, workplace redundancy, physical adversity etc. - as "strange gifts", not thwarting us but making us wiser and more open, perhaps presenting new opportunities, turning a problem into blessing, even making us changed people. Of course, this is far easier said than done or experienced, but it contains much wisdom nevertheless. It is a frequent Christian observation that there is great purpose in the tough times. These, and suffering generally, show up what is in our hearts and train us to manage that.

As youth turns into middle age, the similarity between the homophile person denied marriage for that reason and the heterosexual person who is denied marriage for many possible reasons other than personal choice is more obvious. Both need to look beyond the hurt and resentment to worship a loving God whose purposes in this particular matter may be as clear as mud.

Certainly, not being called to heterosexual marriage "does not represent a new and unique experience that requires a change in the Church's teaching and practice. Some people attracted to the opposite sex also submit to the disciplines of singleness throughout their life. Many of these do so reluctantly and with no personal sense of divine call, though initial resentment may, by God's grace, be transformed over time to a greater acceptance or welcoming of their single state as indeed a divine charisma. A whole range of personal characteristics and/or circumstances (some nothing to do with sexual orientation) may signal to a person that they are not called (and likely never shall be) to marriage." 10





Perspective on marriage

It also needs to be said that while sexual union is the epitome of intimacy here today, any marital deprivation is temporary, and needs to be understood in the context of the renewed creation, where all relationships will be as delightful as the best marital ones in this age. Jesus' response to the Sadducees (Mark 12:18-25, Luke 20:27-36) suggests that sex will be subsumed in fuller and wider relationships in God's restored creation. This is a staggeringly wonderful prospect for the single person of whatever orientation! So the SSA person's frustrations are not for ever, and we will all one day be on the same basis - 'like the angels in heaven'.

Marriage is a creation ordinance which contains sexual expression, but the dilemma for homophile individuals is that this is not an obvious way forward. While (heterosexual) marriage should not be ruled out for anyone as an alternative to chaste singleness, the further to the homophile end of the spectrum either partner is, the lower the expectations of specifically sexual enjoyment. There are two aspects of marriage: who one desires to sleep with in physical intimacy, and who one is delighted to live with socially lifelong. It's great if they coincide as designed, though they don't have to. Marriage is a wonderful social partnership, and if that obviously and enjoyably works (with clear mutual understanding about any limitations) then there is a basis for long-term commitment, and probably for progeny. The vulnerabilities would be disappointment by the partner due to misrepresentation prior, and the unmet sexual needs of both, exacerbating adulterous temptations. While the latter would obviously be greater than in a normal marriage (cf 1 Cor 7:5), they would not be greater than for chaste singleness, and would need to be resisted similarly.





Expression and support

The balance between social expression of same-sex relationships (however they may be driven) and genital restraint (on the basis that any 'one flesh' understanding of such relationships is inappropriate) can be delicate. With sexual consummation being off the agenda, in what ways is it appropriate for homophile Christians to express their affections towards other individuals of both sexes and enjoy meaningful intimacy in so doing? How is their emotional wellbeing nurtured socially so that they and other singles enjoy a set of chaste relationships which match the enrichment of marriage for those of us who enjoy that? How can they achieve a comparable sense of security and belonging?

Too often the church is seen or portrayed as wagging an admonishing finger at homophile Christians, focused solely on what they should not do. In effect it can be saying that homophiles cannot expect any emotional fulfilment and intimacy, rather than helping them see the great positive possibilities within God's loving purposes for them and other long-term singles. Certainly in the absence of marriage as a firm and secure base, some other means of stabilising affections and abating emotional turbulence must be found. Some close and ongoing, if not enduring, relationships.

A partial answer is that homophile affection - as with any other celibate love - is appropriately expressed in a number of relationships relatively equally, not primarily in one, also that it does not seek to own or possess the ones loved (as eros appropriately does mutually in marriage). In the case of relationships with younger persons they should respect and not diminish or overshadow that person's family and peer group relationships, nor seek to monopolise their affections. But there is scope for very full and rich loving relationships that don't require genital expression, as emphasised in chapter 1 of this book - 1.3. These may arguably be examples of SSA, albeit driven by the heart, not the hormones, and chaste. David and Jonathan provide a biblical precedent.11 Quite apart from the focus of this Appendix, the importance of those loving relationships for Christians cannot be overemphasised.

A modern young man's testimony is relevant here: "During college and throughout my twenties, I had many close friends who were handsome, athletic, and intelligent, with terrific personalities. I longed to have an intimate relationship with any and all of them. However, I enjoyed something far greater, something which surpassed carnality in every way: philia (the love between true friends) - a love unappreciated by so many because eros is promoted in its stead. I wouldn't have traded the quality of my relationships with any of these guys for an opportunity to engage in sex. No regrets. In fact, I always felt like the luckiest man on the planet. Denial didn't diminish or impoverish my life. It made my life experience richer. Philia love between men is far better, far stronger, and far more fulfilling than erotic love can ever be. But society now promotes the lowest form of love between men while sabotaging the higher forms. Gay culture continues to promote the sexualization of all (viewing one's self and other males primarily as sexual beings), while proving itself nearly bankrupt when it comes to fostering any other aspect of male/male relationships."12

A homophile guy can enjoy some close platonic relationships with girls, which are especially appreciated by them since they are uncomplicated by romantic or more basic sexual overtones. In any well-established friendship some physical but non-sexual intimacy may be proper and appropriate, and a particular pleasure for SSA people.

For a Christian in the middle area of the sexuality spectrum, it is important to reinforce the hetero proclivities while not overlooking vulnerability in the other direction. Hormonally-stoked masturbation there can be used to reinforce pathways in either direction. They can build on what innate heterosexual inclinations there are, using the dopamines from orgasm to reinforce that orientation. Any such encouragement or conditioning would seem worthwhile, and especially in the decade after puberty, sexual orientation is sometimes fluid in the hetero direction. So while looking for and using opportunities for non-sexual intimacy with same-sex close and trusted friends (curbing lust in the way that we all need to), in the hetero direction maybe give free rein and a helping hand even to lust and fantasies to develop those inclinations. This is definitely not an encouragement to use porn, but an application of the same sort of reinforcement of mental pathways based on the internal hormonal stirrings that happen as a result of porn.

There are Christians who rationalise what we see as a clear expression of God's mind on the subject as found in Scripture and who embark upon full homosexual relationships. Our view is that while those relationships continue as an attempted facsimile of marriage, their enjoyment of such (insofar as it is that beyond the short term) is likely to preclude their greater enjoyment of God's purposes for them in remaining abstinent. More immediately, they will be ostracised from most Christian fellowship, notably churches which are ‘welcoming but not affirming’. This is hard, when many around them are following their instincts - albeit also having to live with the consequences. Many SSA individuals find that steady exclusive long-term relationships are agonisingly elusive, and Christians tempted to try that option need to be aware of it. But how readily do they find an affirming alternative in Christian community at some level? "Singleness can only be a path of human flourishing when set within the context of loving community."13 A valuable summary article on this issue is by Ben Underwood in a 2013 edition of Essentials journal. It is commended for further reading.

Tim Bradshaw's book The Way Forward? collates the feedback from dissenters (mostly) to the St Andrews day statement on homosexuality, preparatory to the 1998 Lambeth Conference.14 He adds a couple more very valuable contributions, and rounds out with a summary. It is excellent (notably the summary) and provides much food for thought. (Even the liberal contributions are valuable, being more nuanced than might have been expected, and some being quite extraordinary. The True Freedom Trust input is worthwhile.)

Tim Bradshaw uses the Eros-Venus distinction of CS Lewis, which is valuable (though the term eros connoting 'erotic' misleads). But if we distinguish intense emotional affection and attraction from sensual genitally-oriented indulgence ('venus'), then we can consider how the eros might apply in the present context. Obviously its conquering and exclusive belonging aspects cannot apply, nor any singular exclusivity at all - these being properly part of the normal marital expression of eros along with the embodied connection and simple expression of sexual desire. The challenge for the church is to affirm what expressions of eros are appropriate, whether homo or hetero outside marriage, and help people put the brakes on expression of the 'venus' aspects (blatant today in the hook-up culture and one-night stands) in line with the well-established definition of chastity. Heartfelt eros without genital drive is unusual, but sexual desire without intense heartfelt eros is very common. There is plenty of scope for the self-giving agapé love with any intense emotional affection, especially as it is spread around several people.

Thus for most SSA Christians, the intimacy of a single exclusive marriage relationship can be replaced by a number of relatively intimate but non-genital same-sex and other relationships as expounded in chapter 1. Undue focus on what is foregone misses the key respects in which some degree of homophile orientation may be a gift from God, and how it might be (and long has been) applied in ministry. We need to be more positive in the church than simply avoiding homophobia on the one hand and not condoning homosexual practice on the other - where does that leave those affected? It seems that often the church does not deal with the issue or the individuals affected at all well, perhaps due to a mixture of fear and ignorance. For his or her part, the SSA Christian can easily feel condemned to eternal frustration and denial, if not actually stigmatized, rather than simply challenged by the need for self-control like everyone else and by one non-negotiable constraint.

So how does one of these relationships with someone - anyone - very close to a SSA Christian differ from a stereotypical unconstrained homosexual relationship? The most important way is probably in that there is no sense of ownership such as is implicit in eros. Any sense of belonging is more like that of siblings or a quasi parental relationship. More obviously, with the same sex, there is no genital focus or shared genital activity. And any such relationship is most unlikely to be unique over many years, as marriage certainly is and as many gay relationships aspire to be. Here, love is expressed not in the security of exclusive mutual commitment or even in being together a lot, but in encouraging independence and growth in the other. It should be the same as any very close same-sex friendship, which needs to be encouraged without fear of being seen as a bit queer. The homophile person needs to manage the closeness and intensity so that the friend is not idolised, and also so that any tendency to lust is controlled. He or she needs to organise their relationships and affections so as to avoid falling in love with anyone of the same sex and becoming besotted with them. Having more than one close relationship at any time, with no favourites, will help a lot.

The main biblical example of deep same-sex love and friendship is David and Jonathan15 , which is represented very positively, including its demonstrative aspects - perhaps because it was in the context of a society where any erotic homosexual practice was intolerable, thus conferring greater freedom. Incidentally this is also a covenanted relationship, but without eros overtones. Others are between Ruth and Naomi, and Paul and Timothy, without any hint of homophile aspect. See also section 1.3 of the book on Close Friendships.





How much and when to declare?

To what extent should SSA Christian be open about their orientation, or 'come out'? There are two considerations: the fluidity of sexual orientation up to perhaps the mid 20s, and where a person is on the homo-hetero spectrum. It is usually unwise to declare anything at all publicly about sexual orientation before the mid to late 20s, as for many people experiencing SSA it will change to some degree. The possibility of change should be allowed for and therefore any frank openness about it may be unhelpful. In any case, avoid the 'coming out' terminology because of the baggage it carries. But apart from those considerations, it is often good and appropriate for mature SSA Christians to be open about their situation.

Being open about it is likely to result in more loving support, understanding and encouragement than otherwise, and is appropriate to the proper sense of church as family.16 Such Christian fellowship gives them a circle of accountability and removes them from fear of gossip. It would be wonderful if, at least at the social level, Christian fellowship with SSA brethren could completely compensate for the lack of marital relationship, without smothering them in sympathy. That of course is not a new challenge for the church - religious orders over the centuries have attempted just that. Chaste relationships among singles do not have to be depauperate.

Many people experience some ambivalence of sexuality, and can choose to act or not act on it in either direction. Identifying as 'gay' is likely to close off options and be very unhelpful for most such people. One's position on the homo-hetero spectrum will guide whether to remain single or seek a life partner, and a happy (hetero) marriage is definitely an option for most who experience some ambivalence.





Priorities for SSA folk

Christians with clear homophile disposition or orientation cannot be expected to do much about the way they are "wired", but they can and must live holy lives and ensure that all their relationships are edifying. While we cannot expect all homophile attraction and inclination to abate in this age, it is very realistic to expect - in the context of faithful prayer by self and others - that the main pastoral and other relationships will be largely free of inappropriate aspects of affection, and certainly not suborning vulnerable others. Accountability partners have a vital role here, as in so many other areas.

The important thing is that each individual can go forward faithfully, in the power of the Spirit, to experience God's blessing in line with their own gifting and calling, including those aspects discussed here. All of us are defined by our faithful discipleship and relationship with God, not by our sexuality, and all of us are subject to inappropriate inclinations, ergo: all of us face similar basic struggles regardless of orientation. The Holy Spirit should not be expected to change sexual orientation (though he may do so), but he can be expected to bring forth love and grace which transforms relationships more fundamentally. Certainly his priorities in effecting change may be different from ours.

The rhetoric of the public debate on same-sex marriage (SSM) has seriously clouded the issue and raised the temperature. When homosexuality is asserted as an identity, rather than an activity issue, then anyone who disagrees with homosexual practice appears to be opposing SSA people, and comes across even as homophobic or hateful, which closes down any discussion on the question and isolates those people from others.

It is worth noting that among evangelically-positioned organisations in this area there are those which hold out false hope of change (homo to hetero), those which rationalise the constraints on sexual expression, and those which foster and encourage resolve and mutual support, notably True Freedom Trust and LivingOut.org.

Those in contact with SSA Christians need to understand the intensity of pressure they are under today to conform to the seductive rationalisations of gay activists, countering this by providing quality fellowship and support which matches the warm social embrace of LGBT culture. Those unable to enter heterosexual marriage and family life for themselves need to find social acceptance, warmth and a measure of social and emotional intimacy in Christian fellowship which will make it easier for them to avoid inappropriate sexual expression and help them channel their affections positively. See also section 1.3.

Finally, we can note that the homophile condition, along with unrequited love, homophobia and much else that reflects the disorders of our fallen world, will not exist in God's restored creation - the "new heavens and new Earth". Love will be unconstrained and uncomplicated by sexuality.

Discussion questions:

In your situation, what are the sensitivities involved in talking about SSA?

How does your understanding of Christian inclusiveness affect your attitude to SSA people?

If particular friends are open about being SSA, do you include them socially as you do others?

If you experience any degree of SSA, how do you manage this? In what respects does this differ from the sexual management required of other unmarried friends?

If you are singled out as the focus of affection by a strongly SSA friend, how do you handle this?





Notes









1. We prefer to use 'SSA' rather than 'gay' because it does not imply a binary situation (gay or straight) nor identity or lifestyle. However we readily accept that strongly SSA Christians often do describe themselves as 'gay celibate'.  In the 2014 Australian Study of Health and Relationships aka ‘Sex in Australia’ 6.9% of males and 14.7% of females said that they were same-sex attracted to some degree, though only 3.2% of men and 3.4% of women identified as same-sex or bisexual identity, these figures being for ages 16 to 69 years. https://www.hrf.com.au/uploads/Sex_in_Australia_Summary_Findings_Nov2014.pdf The La Trobe National Survey of secondary school students 2018 found 14.7% of males and 13.6% of females among 5800 in years 10-12 were same-sex attracted to some significant degree (as distinct from ‘only’ or ‘mostly’ opposite-sex attracted). This survey was on the basis of voluntary participation from Facebook advertisements so has a clear and acknowledged sampling bias. http://teenhealth.org.au/resources/Reports/SSASH%202018%20National%20Report%20-%20V10%20-%20web.pdf  In the UK, a YouGov survey report in 2015 said: ‘Taken as a whole, 72% of the British public place themselves at the completely heterosexual end of the scale, while 4% put themselves at the completely homosexual end and 19% say they are somewhere in between’, though 89% describe themselves as generally heterosexual. For 18 to 24 year-olds, 46% identify as completely heterosexual, 6% as homosexual, and 43% with varying degrees of bisexuality but very weighted towards heterosexual. For 25 to 39 year-olds the non-binary figure drops to 29%, and for 60+ it is 7%. https://yougov.co.uk/topics/lifestyle/articles-reports/2015/08/16/half-young-not-heterosexual
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Appendix 4: Our bodies and what we do with them

"Your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit ... Therefore honour God in your body". 1 Cor 6:19-20.

As a group activity, discuss the body in relation to its uses, abuses, indulgence, etc for each of:


	Exercise

	Fitness

	Diet

	Inoculations

	Overeating

	Pornography

	Arts

	Movies

	Reading

	Passive TV watching (sit in front of it and see what's on)

	Tattoos, piercings

	Make-up/perfume

	Smoking

	Drinking alcohol

	Drugs

	Masturbation

	Sexual promiscuity

	Bungee jumping

	Playing Rugby

	Extreme sports

	Risqué/salacious humour, dirty jokes

	Swearing

	Casual nudity

	...Add your own!
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Appendix 5: What Genesis does and does not tell us about Creation

Genesis tells us a number of important truths about God's creation, notably God's purposes and values. In particular, each of the following truths is revealed by the Bible's account of creation (not simply in Genesis 1-2) yet has been denied by various religions and philosophies throughout history.


	The universe has a beginning.

	The world is the good creation of one good God who brings order out of chaos. There are not two equal and opposing forces battling for supremacy, nor is there a pantheon of divine beings meddling in the world for their own ends, but there is one all-powerful creator who overcomes chaos and darkness by a word from his mouth.

	Even though God can do things instantaneously he sometimes considers it good to take time and use processes.

	Potential is better than impotence. In days 1-3 of the Genesis 1 account God overcomes the chaotic impotence of darkness and water with the ordered potential of light, space and land.

	Actual is better than potential. The filling of days 4-6 is the purpose of the preparation of days 1-3. Light (day 1) creates the possibility of stars (day 4); sea and sky (day 2) create the possibility of fish and birds (day 5); land creates the possibility of plants (day 3) which, together, create the possibility of land animals and, ultimately, humans (day 6).

	Humanity is the culmination of creation. As the image of God mankind is the last thing created and other things are created in the order of their degree of likeness to mankind: stars, fish and birds, mammals. Man is then given dominion over the rest. Interestingly in Genesis 2 the same point is made by describing man as being created first with everything else created subsequently and for his purposes, being brought to him to be named. Note that describing heavenly bodies as mere "lights" and as least important in the order of creation was highly significant in the ancient world where pagan cultures invariably deified them, giving them first place.

	Creation is essentially good. Even if now fallen and cursed, the world was created good and retains its essential goodness.

	Creation itself, resting in its goodness and glorifying its creator, is its own purpose. The only command given it in its pristine state is to balance the goodness of being fruitful with the goodness of taking time to rest.

	Cycles are good. The cycle of day and night, the seasons associated with heavenly bodies, the week of work and rest, the ocean tides: all are part of God's good plan. Cycles are characteristic of a dynamism capable of indefinite duration.

	Things which are evil in isolation can become a part of something good. The primordial darkness is not destroyed but becomes "night" while the primordial waters are not destroyed but become "sea", important parts of God's created order.



But Genesis does not tell us everything about creation, it does not set out chronological orders and timescales. It's simply not about this. It is a normative not a descriptive account, teleological not chronological. That's why chapter 1 is written in recursive poetic form, with evenings and mornings happening before the sun has been made. It's also why in the complementary creation account in chapter 2 things happen in a different order and on an unspecified timescale. The Bible tells us that timescales are of no real consequence to God, who is outside of linear time, and that we should not get hung up on them. When, therefore, in the Bible God talks about time sequences and orderings we should be open to meanings beyond the straightforward one. Not every time and duration in the Bible is supposed to be taken literally, for there are more important truths that God wants to communicate to us than dates and ages. In our commendable desire to faithfully receive God's word through the Bible let us not mistake the symbolism and metaphor with which he has infused it for historical assertions and literal meanings which do not stand up to scrutiny. Let us not be like the disciples who thought that Jesus' warning about "the yeast of the Pharisees" was about bread!

And let us not fear that any genuine scientific fact or discovery can ever threaten our understanding of God, whose loving purpose brought into being the wonderful creation which science investigates and describes the nature of so effectively.

WBJ

(Written by the philosopher not the scientist in the author duo, which makes the point that the prime issue here is hermeneutical, not scientific.)
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Appendix 6: Further reading

Discipleship and the Christian Mind (all are recommended):


	Alexander, Denis 2008, Creation or Evolution: do we have to choose?. Monarch, Oxford UK. A superb review of the question based thoroughly on the Bible and up-to-date science. Review pdf

	Alexander, Denis & White, Robert S, 2004, Beyond Belief, science, faith and ethical challenges, Lion, Oxford, UK. An excellent and readable account of the nature of science and how it relates to faith, as well as discussion of modern ethical issues.

	Collins, Francis S. 2006, The Language of God - a scientist presents evidence for belief, Free Press, Simon & Schuster, New York. An inspiring introduction to belief in God through the wonder of science, written by the Head of the Human Genome Project. Review pdf

	Costa, Ken, 2016 God at Work, Thomas Nelson, UK. An excellent book on flourishing constructively in the vocational workplace. Review pdf and see also www.godatwork.org.uk

	D'Souza, Dinesh, 2007, What's so Great about Christianity, Tyndale House, 308 pp plus notes and index. A very worthwhile book covering science, philosophy and morality in the context of atheist critique. Review pdf

	Keller, Timothy, 2008, The Reason for God - Belief in an Age of Scepticism. Hodder, UK. A very valuable book showing the reasonableness of faith on a number of bases, and how objections to faith are ultimately inconsistent.

	Keller, Tim, 2012, Every Good Endeavour - connecting our work to God's plan for the world. Hodder, UK. A very valuable book showing work as participation in God's plan ultimately for renewing his creation.

	Lewis, C.S. 1960, The Four Loves, Harper Collins, London. A classic approach to understanding the different kinds of affection between people.

	Rosner, Brian 2004, Beyond Greed, Matthias Media, Sydney. A guide on how to live and retain proper trust in God in a materialist society. It includes a good chapter on prosperity doctrine, and eight topic articles by other writers.

	Rosner, Brian, 2017, Known by God, a biblical theology of personal identity, Zondervan, Michigan. Expounds the biblical theme of being known by God as his children.

	Stott, John 2010, The Radical Disciple, IVP Nottingham, UK. A succinct book from a famous author.

	Warren, Rick 2002, The Purpose-driven Life, Zondervan. A very practical unfolding exposition of God's purposes in the life of each disciple, and how to put into effect their implications.

	Wright, Tom, 2006, Simply Christian, SPCK, London. This book is stunning for the fresh way it looks at familiar material. "Not since C.S.Lewis's Mere Christianity has there been such a thrilling attempt to re-express the heart of the Christian faith and the transformation it offers to every area of personal and social life." Review pdf

	Wright, Tom, 2009, Surprised by Hope, SPCK, London. This is a magnificent book in providing a fulsome vision of the implications of the resurrection on our daily life and work.

	Wyatt, John, 2009, Matters of Life and Death - Human dilemmas in the light of the Christian faith, IVP Nottingham, UK (2nd edn). An excellent book on a range of medical ethical issues.

	Yancey, Philip 1997, What's so Amazing about Grace, Zondervan, Grand Rapids. An inspiring book on a fundamental Christian reality.



Relationships and sex (all are recommended):


	Allberry, Sam, 2015, Is God anti-gay? The Good Book Company. Excellent small book by SSA author.

	Chapman, Gary, 1995, The Five Love Languages, Northfield Publ., Chicago. Also 2004, Five Love Languages for Singles, and 2005 Five Love Languages for Teenagers. Practical and insightful analysis of romantic interaction.

	Chester, Tim, 2010, Captured by a Better Vision - Living porn-free, IVP Nottingham. A valuable book on this topic.

	Harris, Joshua, 2000, 2005, Boy Meets Girl - say hello to courtship, Multnomah Publ, Oregon. (Courtship = dating with purpose) A positive and practical guide to unfolding relationships, highly recommended despite US cultural bias. It has a very valuable final section on assessing compatibility. Recommended.

	Harrison, Glynn, 2017, A Better Story - God, sex and human flourishing, IVP UK. A valuable account of how the sexual revolution since 1960s has accentuated the minority position of Christian morality.

	Rosenau, Doug & Wilson, Michael Todd, 2006, Soul Virgins - redefining single sexuality, Baker Books, Grand Rapids. A comprehensive and wholesome treatment of sexuality. Talks about the relationship continuum. Apart perhaps from the title, first class!

	Shaw, Ed, 2015, The Plausibility Problem - the church and same-sex attraction, IVP. An excellent book on the subject.

	Struthers, William M, 2009, Wired for Intimacy - how pornography hijacks the male brain, IVP Illinois. A good account of how pornography disrupts relationships by changing how the brain works, and what can be done in recovery.

	Weerakoon, Patricia, 2012, Teen Sex, by the book, Anglican Youthworks, Sydney. A good explicit book which also covers pornography and cyber issues.

	Winner, Lauren F. 2005, Real Sex - the naked truth about chastity, Brazos Press, Grand Rapids, Mich. Valuable and outspoken, authentic in its approach to premarital sex and how it is experienced and understood. Recommended.

	www.boysunderattack.com is an Australian Christian web site for teenage males and deals sensibly with a wide range of questions for that age group. (books by Kaz Cooke are recommended for teenage girls.)
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Appendix 7: Open letter to evangelical churches


arising from:





Down to Earth Discipleship


Some practical aspects of Christian discipleship for unmarried young adults

(A pastoral book first published in 2007, by Ian Hore-Lacy and Will Jones, © 2015)

This MS amended to January 2015.

In the course of several years writing this book we (the authors of the book) have been concerned that in some, and anecdotally many, evangelical churches in the UK, Australia and elsewhere there is an unhappy and disconcertingly large underclass of single people in their 20s to 30s. Also there are many young people who are inadequately guided through early relationships and for whom their sexuality is a burden more than a joy. This has come to include those who have been drawn into pornography, developing some level of addiction to it. From our pastoral experience we believe that a major contributor to this situation is the teaching, or more often lack of it, on God's creation of us as sexual persons and how this should suitably play out in relationships before marriage. While other factors bear on this question, such as different numbers of men and women in many churches, this open letter comments on the situation as we have encountered it and ventures some suggestions.

We continue to see the first problem manifest in two related respects: the expectation that an invitation to any 1:1 occasion is tantamount to a suggestion to 'go steady' (having ticked a lot of boxes), and second that any going steady (exclusive) relationship which breaks up is seen and felt as a failure, rather than a success (enabling both to move on to more suitable matches, drawing upon the wisdom and self-knowledge gained). The first creates great apprehension on both sides and a measure of social paralysis, the second in stigmatising those who break up is possibly one reason that Christian marriages fail as often as others (statistically) - the feasibility study of courtship does not allow a thumbs down without stigma and real loss of face in this Christian community.

In a church context with a captive audience who are known to be interested (to say the least) it should be possible to define some issues, without actually making rules (in unhelpful ways that some evangelicals are prone to!).






A stark contrast

A good starting point is to acknowledge the contrast between the young unmarried people in the church community and the world around. This has grown conspicuously wider over the last few decades - since the time when many older church leaders were growing up and establishing their own life partnerships in marriage.

For very many teenagers today the main initiation or rite of passage from childhood into adolescence is their first sexual intercourse. This is seen by them as confirmation of their biological and social maturity, providing a sense of identity with a taste of intimacy at one level. Genital sexual activity is an integral part of adolescence for many, and this easily and naturally carries through to the 20s. However, conscientious Christians will draw upon an understanding of sex which gives it a very special place in a lifelong partnership and hence which places heavy restraints on their participation or indulgence in this premaritally. As a result they may feel deprived and be seen by non-Christian peers as wimps or losers, or even inviting questions about their sexuality.

The church sometimes implicitly reinforces this negative perception with its teaching and yet does not reliably supply alternative - let alone more meaningful - rites of passage or group identification. Confirmation following infant baptism hardly compares - socially, emotionally or memorably! Nor generally does mature age baptism. This is a challenge to which your authors have no comprehensive answer, but acknowledge as a major factor framing the issues we discuss.

Church teaching on sexual relationships often assumes that those to whom it is addressed have grown up in full knowledge, if not full adherence to, Christian constraints on sexual expression outside marriage. But we must consider that it is the norm for those coming to faith post teenage to be very sexually experienced and without any sense of wrong in that. Hence it's important that they be greeted by the church with something more positive than accusatory finger wagging and authoritarian Bible verses about casual sex (which are largely irrelevant anyway, if they are applied to a steady faithful relationship). The need is to commend and persuade of a better way of understanding and practicing sex.

Our book is written so as to expound the good sense in behaviour that is in tune with the way we are made, in God's image, and as sexual beings. The argument is mainly from that base, not a succession of texts. It does not attempt to canvass all that the Bible might say on the issues covered (though there are plenty of relevant references). It does aim to be obviously faithful to biblical teaching and principles.

We consider that a high quality of Christian fellowship with wholesome social interaction is the principal real alternative to sexually-active uncommitted relationships, and the most basic one (which is why we devote the first chapter of the book to that). Something based here and which comes close to a general rite of passage in evangelical churches is commissioning and mentoring in youth leadership. This can signify a spiritual adulthood in taking responsibility for younger people, with opportunity for practical expression of love in service. But if not all are invited or conscripted to this, it is only a partial answer.

Regarding the progression of romantic relationships, in any church, we need a shared understanding of what is normal by way of dating, courtship, etc. It cannot just be a shared reaction against what is normal elsewhere in society. We need to define an envelope of "normal" behaviour and interaction, with anecdotes of all that is outside it.

Any church that expects its young unmarried members to be chaste and stay out of bed with one another and also to avoid the allure of porn, but doesn't properly address masturbation as lust control and sexual management is really short-changing its young flock. Too often the activity is simplistically conflated with lust. Churches sometimes find it easier to give young people guilt trips about masturbation than to focus on lust, in line with the Bible and common sense.

Young Christians are possibly more vulnerable to porn than their peers, due to the curiosity factor which is not assuaged in the normal course of life. With ease of access to the internet this can easily lead to powerful attraction and escalating consequences.

Compared with the condom culture of today, Christians do relationships the other way round, working towards a sexual consummation some distance away rather than treating sex as a sort of qualifying round or entrée in a relationship. The hedonistic enjoyment of sex has probably not changed for thousands of years, unless constrained by social or religious taboos.





Summary and perspective on sex

One of the most exciting things about how we are made is our sexuality, adding a dimension to some relationships which stimulates our whole being. This is fraught with potential for the richest experiences of our lives, or the most debilitating ones. Christians should be more positive and joyful than anyone about sex, after all they claim to know the One who invented it! However, it also follows that they will have more concern than most about the designer's views on its proper enjoyment, as distinct from the many other ways it is approached and even idolised in a fallen world. It is clear that God designed sex for relationships, not just recreation. It is equally clear that many of those who reject God, or at least discipleship, do so because of a contrasting approach to sex. For the Christian, sexuality is part of spirituality, not separate, let alone opposed to it as in some traditions.

It is in relation to sex that the Christian understanding of humans being made in God's image, and the behaviour appropriate to this understanding, departs markedly from our cultural norm, which even at its best is tainted by the Fall. Sex is an important area where one's natural inclinations may be socially acceptable but neither express kingdom values nor witness to anticipating God's renewal of creation.

Humans are created in God's image in bodies which are biologically part of the animal kingdom. This raises some issues in relation to sex.

Sex is a good and necessary biological activity throughout the animal kingdom, which is part of God's good creation. But humans in God's image are designed to enjoy sex as a one-flesh, exclusive lifelong union of two complementary people. The potential for being able to do this is eroded by behaving simply or largely at the animal level sexually, with relatively little restraint on its enjoyment before entering a committed lifelong relationship. That unrestrained enjoyment can still be a good thing according to social mores, but often isn't, and it is better for all - and appropriate especially for Christians - to hold off until the commitment of marriage. As well as conforming to the one-flesh unique relationship set forth in Genesis 2, this in fact expresses the relationship between Christ and his church described in Ephesians 5. Some see the analogy extending to the ecstasy of sex being a foretaste of that when we are fully united with Christ. Certainly marriage is the nearest human equivalent of the relation among the persons of the Trinity.

A problem and challenge is that whereas in the animal kingdom there is no significant delay between puberty and full-on sexual activity, for humans there is often a relatively long delay, perhaps a couple of decades, before the permanent marriage bond. For most people this is filled to some extent with sexual activity ranging from casual sex to faithful long-term relationships, even cohabitation (which raises the question of when one calls it "marriage"). But for anyone with a high view of human marriage as designed by God, this erodes the role of sex within marriage and devalues the currency. Coital sex ceases to be special and unique within that marital relationship.

This biologically anomalous long period leading to marriage is appropriately filled with social engagement, often charged by our sexual inclinations, which leads towards selection of a life partner. In human society and personal social development as humans it is an important and enjoyable phase of life. But restraining the sexual urges for many years is for many a great challenge! It can feel like a curse arising from the very powerful goodness of our created sexuality which our culture constantly reminds us of! An obvious provision here is masturbation, and Christians more than most should have a positive view of the need for freedom in this, whether they personally enjoy it within the important constraints of self-control and minimising lust, or whether they find it more helpful for those reasons to abstain. Solo masturbation is simply an activity at the biological level, it is not sex - which is fundamentally relational. But that doesn't make it bad or wrong, any more than all the other animal functions and activities at that level (eating, sleeping, exercising, etc). Our associated thoughts of course may be sinful, and that issue needs to be addressed, along with cultural prejudices - see section 2.2 and chapter 4.

Sex within marriage is such an important part of our human nature created in God's image that we need to direct our behaviour so as to give full expression to it in due course, and resist the strong inclination to indulge it at a largely animal level, though even that may express much of the goodness of God's creation at the biological level. Better to be fully human as designed! This distinction is so basic for Christians that we need to have more than just a few rules to steer through the promiscuous cultural context today.





Attitudes to sexual experience

Our focus is on unmarried Christians in their late teens and 20s. Any such person will properly have hormone-enhanced relationships as a major interest or even preoccupation, and this will likely have been their experience since puberty. The challenge in the church is to affirm this sexual dimension of relationships while encouraging self-control, rather than communicating negative attitudes to sex.

In response to the worldly approach which cheapens sex by hedonism and selfishness, the church has often managed to turn something which is positive, good, wonderful and emotionally and socially fulfilling into a threat or even an object of dread for some of its unmarried members. For many, their sexuality has become more fraught than fun.

If a young Christian finds that their church context is petty and constricted rather than providing wholesome fellowship and credible teaching and encouragement in this area, then they may go in any of three unhelpful directions: the first is to suppress their sexuality, the second is to become absorbed and stimulated by porn, the third is to follow their natural inclinations in getting laid without much restraint rather than trying to remain in line with God's purposes, so that they are then likely to stay outside the church. All three are tragic.

One effect of this wide difference between many older adolescents inside and outside the church is that for any Christian who is meaningfully connected to his or her peers, there is tremendous pressure to compromise. They see sexual enjoyment mostly without any immediate downside. Another effect is that we must assume that any adolescent or young adult converted to Christ is likely to be sexually experienced or degraded by porn. Both these considerations need to affect what we teach and how.

On the compromise aspect, a survey commissioned by the Evangelical All