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The Nature of Human Sexuality

What Is Sexuality? .

[S]exuality is a dimension of our existence as embodied persotrlils.

There are only two ways to be human—as male or as female. At its cor—1e, h ::

embodied existence includes a fundamental incompleteness, one w 1C1-

biological sex and is based in our fundamental sexuadityCi

Through sexuality we give expression both to ouregistence asI emhbsowiaey
' ' leteness as embodie persons. n ,

creatures and to our basrc incomp f the d namic

' toward completeness. It orms y .our sexuality calls us to move . '

that lies at the basis of the uniquely human drive toward bgri‘dingl. 83:12:t

' ' hich moves ma e an ema eforms the foundation for the drive w . . - -

together to form a unity of persons in marriage. But this yearning for C9133

pleteness also forms the basis of the interpersonal and religious dimens1o

of existence. .

Sexuality, then, both links and separates humankind and thegest of 31]:

life order Although sex and even sexually derived bondingtare evi ent in 1131

- ' ' so' ' lity offers a potential for orming per
animal world, in humans sexua . . . .

unity that goes beyond that found among animals. Because it is 16:3 suggtall:
' noriented to procreation, it fosters the type of unity of persons spo :uality

love This potential for the sharing of love, which has its 133818 in se ,

symbolized by

gives to humankind
of God.
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a special status in creation: we are called to be the image .
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Sexuality and Our Essential Being
Sexuality denotes more than the physical distinctions that allow for the

differentiation between male and female in reproductive roles, for it encom-
passes all the various aspects of the human person that are related to exist-
ence as male or female. This understanding suggests that sexuality is so all
pervasive of the human person that it must be considered an essential
dimension of what it means to be human. How we think, how we view the
world, and how others view us are all affected by our sexuality. . . .

Christian theology, specifically the doctrines of creation and resurrection,
support[s] the thesis of the essential nature ofhuman sexuality. God created
us embodied beings, and in the resurrection we will be recreated in like fash-
ion. Together the two doctrines confirm a basic anthropology that includes
our sexuality.

The Doctrine of Creation
In contrast to that of the Greek philosophical tradition, the Hebrew

understanding of creation resulted in a basically nondualistic anthropology.
Greek anthropology tended to speak of distinct substantial entities, generally
termed body and soul. The Hebrews, however, viewed the human person as
a unitary, embodied being. The most succinct statement of the forming of
humankind is found in the opening chapters of Genesis.

In the first creation story, God is presented as simply making humankind,
just as he had made the other aspects of the universe, including other living
things. There is no indication that humans are to be viewed apart from the
material world. They are created in the divine image, but their special cre—
ation entails no fundamental dualism in humans that gives higher status to
one part of the person, the soul, which is non-material in substance, in con—
trast to the material body, so that the soul constitutes the “real” person. In
fact, the only “dualism” in the text is the male/female distinction.

The second narrative offers more detail. God’s creation of the man
occurs in two steps. He forms him from the dust of the ground (material)

I and then breathes life into him. But even this is not to be interpreted as
.meaning that God constituted the man as an ontological dualism. Rather,
the emphasis is placed on the fact that he is an animated being, animated by
the life principle from God, just as the animals, which are likewise spoken
of as “soul.” In this narrative, as in the first, the important distinction that
arises from creation is the dual aspect of the first human pair as male and
female.

From the perspective of the Genesis stories, then, humans are the cre-
* 'ation of God in their entire being. God created animate material creatures,

each of whom comprises a unity of being. In the Genesis narrative the
human person is the whole person, the embodied person.
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The Doctrine of Resurrection
The basic non-dualist anthropology of the Old Testament forms a con-

text for, and is reaffirmed in, the doctrine of resurrection. In fact, the rfesur-

rection offers the ultimate critique of all dualist anthropologies, or it
declares that the body is essential to human personhood. Rather than fie
body being shed in order for the person to enter eternity, as taught dy e
Greek tradition, the human person enters eternityoas an animated bo y, as

an embodied person transformed in one’s entire being through the resurrec—
tion. God’s creation ofhumankind as animated material beings is nfot a tem-

porary act. Instead, the creation of the first human as a syntheSis o the ma-
terial from the earth and the animating prinCiple, evidence in Cenests, acltlu

ally belongs to the human destiny as God’s creation. God s intent is t at

i t as embodied persons. .
hurTI'liilssifiiesnt is confirmed by the resurrection of Jesus. The mam purpose:

of the post-resurrection stories of the Gospels as well as the Pauline appea-

to the witnesses of the appearances is to indicate that the Risen Lord was rec
ognized as none other but Jesus of Nazareth, the one who had befrifcruzit-

fied. He had passed through the event of transformation into. eterna 1 3:, y ,

Jesus remained an embodied reality. His disciples touched him, ate an :2:—

versed with him, and knew who he was. With the exception .Of the case 0 e
Emmaus road disciples, he is presented as recognizable by Sight to those who

had known him. This would seem to suggest that the basic masculine fea- _
tures ofJesus of Nazareth were preserved through thetransformation exit);—

rience of the resurrection. The Risen Lord had remained the recogniza e
Jesus.

Implications for Human Sexuality - . .

The anthropology inherent in the Hebrew-Christian doctrines of creation
and resurrection indicates that sexuality is a constitutive part of the hurlngr;

reality as an embodied existence. With a View toward creation Genelslis .
declares, “God made them male and female.” There is Simply no 0 er wciiiy.

to be 3 created human being except as an embodied person, and embo i-
ment means existence as male or female. This close relationship between

embodied existence and being male or female is in keeping with the discov-
ery of modern psychology that identity formation is closely connectedlwnh

our sexuality. We see ourselves as male or female, and this fundamenta sex;
uality becomes the primary and deepest aspect of our eXistence in the ques

° e who we are. .

‘0 $1iZTd2trine of the resurrection indicates that the foundational 1:ole
played by sexuality in determining identity is not destroyed in eternity. es-

urrection means that our entire person, including our body, passes through
transformation. But because existence as an embodied. person means eXist—

ence as male or female, our sexuality must partic1pate in the event of resur-
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rection as well, and by necessity, for it is a part of the total person who under—
goes transformation.

Embodiment in Christian Theology and in Secularism
The emphasis of biblical anthropology on the human person as an

embodied and therefore a sexual being offers a corrective to the secular out—
look widespread in Western culture today. The biblical doctrines of cre—
ation and resurrection imply that our sexuality is basic to our sense of self
and foundational to our understanding of who we are as God’s creatures.
God intends that we be embodied beings who are either male or female.
Further, because our sexuality is the product of God’s intention, it consti—
tutes an essential aspect of the way we stand before God. Humans are
responsible before God to be stewards of all they are, a stewardship that
extends to the sexual dimension as well, for our existence as male or female
is essential to our being. The Christian, therefore, takes the Pauline admo—
nition seriously, “Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy
Spirit, who is in you, whom you have received from God? You are not your
own; you were bought at a price. Therefore honour God with your body”
(1 Cor. 6:19—20).

Secular anthropology, in contrast, tends to View sexuality largely as an
activity, not as a constitutive aspect of our being. Sexual expression becomes
thereby an activity in which the self engages. When viewed in this manner,
sexuality is more readily separated from the self. The secularist differentiates
between “Who I am” and “What I do,” seeing “What I do” as external to
“Who I am.”

This attitude toward human sexuality in general and the sex act in particu—
lar is readily linked with the modern understanding of the basic nature of the
human person. In contrast to the more socially oriented viewpoint character—
istic of much of Christian tradition, there has been a growing tendency in the
modern era toward a fully individualistic understanding of human nature.
The human person, the modern View maintains, is an independent self,
whose essence is to make choices in freedom. The self is fundamentally a free
decision maker. The sex act, in turn, is viewed as one vehicle for the expres-
sion of the freely choosing self, a means whereby the individual as a free agent
of action actualizes personal freedom. In keeping with this understanding the
code words of the modern sexual revolution include “self-expression” and
“self-actualization.” '

The Christian viewpoint differs radically from the modern secular alter—
native. Because of our View of the human person as a unified being, we sim—

. ply cannot follow those who maintain that the body can be indulged without
affecting the essential person. Because we are created as embodied persons,
we cannot relegate the sexual dimension of our existence to the realm of the
non—significant, as having no bearing on our relation to God. We refuse to
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analysis an illusion.

The Social Purpose of Our Creation as Sexual Beings
. . . . . n-

Human beings are sexual creatures. The indiVidual dimenSion of 0511::m
damental sexuality is obvious. But equally important is the corpora; e eaCh

sion of human sexuality. We are not sexual beings in isocllation r0221 don
' ' ' ' to our 31 a' 1 sexual nature is closely linkeother. Rather, our indiVidua ' h b Sic urpose

' ' ' ° ' ' 'ficant for community. T e a pas socml beings. Sexuality is Slgnl . d. .
' 1c of bon ing, in' atures is related to the dynamof our ex1stence as sexual cre ‘ th‘ h man hamm—

' ental drive that leads to is u pthat sexuality forms the fundam . ‘ . b

enon The close relationship between bonding and sexuality is borne out y

the biblical documents.

The Old Testament: The Family Bond

Human sexuality and the drive toward bonding play an itindportzlint 1:013:13
tiont powerful statement 0 e re a -the Old Testament. Perhaps the mos . f Eh woman m

' ' the story of the creation 0 ebetween the two is presented in . h the first
' ' ' the creative act that broug tGenesrs 2. According to the narrative, . ' . “I .11 make

' ' king of the divme intent, W1woman into ex1stence was the outwor ' . . of the Sim‘

' ' ” led forth by the diVine observationa helper suitable for him, cal ,, G 218).
' “ ' . d for the man to be alone ( en. .ation of the first man, It is not goo . . . 1 e was an

' lationship With the anima 3, nonAlthough the man enjoyed a re . 1 h 1 er was
' ' ' ' “But for Adam no suitab e e pto mate bonding partner for him. . _

fffndg (v 20) The Hebrew term helper also refers to one who saves or ilelivl

ers and is. used elsewhere with reference to God in relationship to 8:6
(Deut 33"?“ PS 33:20; 115:9). God’s desire, then, was to create-ano er

‘ who would deliver Adam from his solitude by being a suitable bonding 12::—
' but in all dimensions 0 ex1stence. n -ner for him, not merely sexually, . . bond With

' ' ls Adam immediately senses atrast to his response to the anima , - . a

the female, bursting forth in joyous declaration: She is bone of my bones

and flesh of my flesh.” - . ‘
The narrator concludes the episode With the application of the stolry to iii:

phenomenon of male-female bonding: “For this reasonliabman Wlll {1:33;}?
' his wife and they W1 ecome 0er and mother and be united to , - '

3151124) The phrase moves beyond procreative unity to encompass the e113:

- . ’ ts' ' ' Hence the narrator s comment presenbond enioyed in marriage. , . “ Th. ause”) as
1 incompleteness ( for is cwareness of a fundamental persona ' fl .

:he dynamic lying behind the phenomenon of the two actions, leavmg and
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cleaving.” This awareness, in other words, results in the drive for the bond—ing expressed in the relationship of husband and wife.
The Old Testament, however, finds a further outworking of the relation-ship between sexuality and bonding. What transpires through the union ofmale and female, although completed in marriage, does not end with hus-band and wife as an isolated union. Rather, this intimate bond becomes afirst step toward the establishment of the broader human community.The Genesis narrative carries significant implications. Because we aresexual beings, as isolated individuals we are fundamentally incomplete. Oursexuality not only participates in our incompleteness, it also allows us tosense this incompleteness, and incompleteness that in turn moves us to seekcommunity through bonding. For many, the primary place of communitybecomes marriage and the family. But even in the case ofunmarried persons,the drive to community, while not specifically oriented toward genitalexpression, is nevertheless based in the awareness of the incompleteness ofthe human individual apart from community.

Our sexually based sense of incompleteness also forms the dynamic lyingbehind the search for truth, a search which ultimately becomes the search forGod. We long to have our incompleteness fulfilled, and this longing givesrise to the religious dimension of life. The message of the Bible, beginningalready in the book of Genesis, claims that in the final analysis the source ofthis completeness is found in the community that focuses on fellowship withthe Creator.
The drive for completion in fellowship is not surprising, because it is inkeeping with the theological assertion that we are created in God’s image.Just as God is the community of the trinitarian persons, so also God has cre—ated us for the sake of community, to find completion in fellowship with eachother and together with our Maker.
The New Testament: The Bonded Community
In the New Tesrament era, an important change occurs. Now the primarycommunity is no longer presented as the physical family, entrance to whichoccurs through natural familial heritage. Rather, the central community isthe church. 'More important than physical ancestry (who one’s parents are)is one’s spiritual ancestry (who one’s heavenly Father is). The highest loyaltyis now directed to Jesus, and the primary bond is that which binds the disci-_ ple to him and thereby to the community of disciples.
This change in outlook was inaugurated by Jesus himself. It is embodied. in his demanding challenge to discipleship, summarized in his admonition,“Anyone who loves his father or mother more than me is not worthy of me;anyone who loves his son or daughter more than me is not worthy of me”(Matt. 10:37). At the same time he promises to the loyal disciple a larger," spiritual family to compensate for the loss entailed in leaving one’s natural
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Sticky Note
Issue of cause and effect. Yes, sexuality and incompleteness are linked. But does that mean all incompleteness is sex-derived?
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family for the sake of discipleship: “I tell you the truth, no one who has left

home or mother or father or children or fields for me and the gospel will fail

to receive a hundred times as much in this present age . . . and in the age to

come eternal life” (Mark 10:29—30). But what Jesus demands of his follow-

ers, he fulfils himself. He too forsook family for the sake of the cause of the

kingdom of God, counting as his true family “whoever does the will of my

Father in heaven” (Matt. 12:50).

Jesus’ view was carried over into the early church. The Jerusalem believ—

ers, for example, looked to the community of discipleship as their primary

focus of fellowship and loyalty. They were bonded to each other, and as an

expression of this, they held even their material possessions in common

(Acts 4:32—35).
The Genesis narrative, then, indicates that God created us as sexual

beings. Our sexuality has a purpose, for it is a primary force that places in us

the drive toward bonding. This drive leads to the development ofsocial

. communities, beginning with marriage, family, tribe, and finally larger soci—

eties. For the Christian, however, this drive is fulfilled ultimately only

through fellowship as part of the society of disciples who enjoy fellowship

with God through the corporate community of believers in Christ. . . .

Conclusion

What then is the purpose of sex? God created us as sexual beings, in order

to bring us to one another and to himself. God’s overarching design is that

we reflect the divine image by being moulded by his Spirit into the commu—

nity of redeemed humanity sharing in fellowship with the Creator. To this

end, our sexuality depicts our fundamental incompleteness as solitary

human beings and forms the dynamic that causes us to come out from our-

selves in order to become whole persons through relationship with each

other and ultimately with God. As Augustine noted so profoundly, “Our

heart is restless until it finds rest in thee.” This restlessness, related as it is to

our fundamental sexuality, points forward to the consummation of God’s

activity in the eschatological community of his eternal kingdom. It is in view

of the biblical vision of this consummation, the vision of the day when God’s

dwelling will be with us, that all Christian ethics, including the Christian sex

ethic, and therefore all Christian ministry must be oriented.

From Stanley J. Grenz, “The Purpose of Sex: Toward a Theological Understanding

of Human Sexuality,” Crux 26, 2 (June 1990): 29—34.

For Further Reflection

Case Studies
Pornographic videos. Hannah and Charles hears an . _ . ave been married for f{heir sexditaereoagitge lncttheir church, but they are experiencing prob?:§::1riually excited withofl: arles says he is bored and has difficulty getting sex—Videos with him bef same help. He wants Hannah to watch pornographicit is wrong Charl ore avmg sex. Hannah did this a few times, but feels thatdoes-not g; alongeiifii’22323 22” if?“ “1“” ”d “at if Hannah. . 3 W1 e '

yielding to temptation at work. Should Hannfhftlfcifiaafig if :2?gill-10f- , atmight she do to help Charles? Wh. , - at fundamental ' ' - -regarding sex 1n marriage is Charles failing to graspa prinCIple 0r prlnc1ples

Heat) ' .
love. ThiiZi‘lefiaiifif and Cynthia are college juniors and are Very much in
mer after graduationmg to become engaged soon and to be married the sum—
for me.” When togefieraih IS a Christian and feels sure that “this is the one
control their sexual de 3 Owever, they are finding it increasingly difficult toorgasm by hand After aslilre;i Recently they started “helping” each other to
To them, their “hea 3' -ey :3.” they are 3““ “Wing the best for marriage
and thus preventin Vyhpettmg 13 really a way Of relieving sexual Pressure
issues involv d ' g t em from gorng “all the way.” What are the m le in Jeff and Cynthia’s case? Is their behavior appropriateotrcar
Christians? What principles inform your View?

y

.someone other than his or her marriage partner"3thoughts of such activities, also Includes VOluntary

173


