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102 Sex and the Single Savior

to imagine the sexuality of Jesus. And of course that has a great deal to do with
what they find imaginable about sex. As is the case with so many instances in all
interpretation, how people interpret the sexuality of Jesus tells us more about the
meaning of sex for them than for some “real” Jesus freed from i mterpretatlon.

My other point, though, may be a bit more controversial. I refer to my insis-
tence that there is nothing necessarily wrong with the fact that people interpret
the Bible in many different ways and come up with widely varying Jesuses. It is
part of the history of Christian interpretation—part of the way Christians have
always made sense of their own sex and their very singular Savior. What makes
my nonfoundationalist stance different from the foundationalism of modernism
is my insistence that we can be no other way. We should learn from the facts of
our contingency. If we need a hermeneutical theory (and perhaps we don’t need
one at all), we must come up with one that glves up on the search for secutity in
inter| pletatlon in foundations outside the inter pretive process itself. There is
nothing “out there” to referee our varying and even conflicting interpretations.
There is nothing “in the text” that can play the role of judge among us.

We have a right to think about the sex of Jesus, the sexuality of Jesus, the desires
of Jesus, the singularity of Jesus. What none of us has a right to do, I am arguing,
is to insist that he or she will supply #5e method of interpretation that will bring
imagination to an end and silence the imaginations of others. For me, the sexual-
ity and singularity of Jesus ate significant issues. But the much more important
issue is the question of interpretation itself in a nonfoundationalist world.

Chapter 8

Familiar Idolatry
and the Christian Case
against Marriage

Contemporary Christianity in the United States—whether Protestant or
Catholic, liberal or conservative—has so closely aligned the basic message of
Christianity with the family and “traditional family values” that it is currently in
a state of idolatry.! Increasingly, whether they are religious or not, people in
America tend to equate Christianity with the family and “family values.” It is not
just that gay and lesbian people have largely left their churches; single people in
general often feel out of place in churches. And other people in non-"traditional”
family structures—whether divorced, cohabiting, or in partial nuclear families—
tend to be much less active in churches. The reason is that American churches
have so identified themselves with the modern, heterosexual, nuclear family that
people without such families feel less at home in most churches.? The religious
term for the identification of anything but God at the center of Christian faith
is idolatry. And the idolatry of contemporary American Christianity is the famil-
iar idolatry of the church’s current focus on the family.

Not only is contemporary Christianity idolatrous in its focus on the family and
marriage; it is also hypocritical. It either explicitly states or assumes that its current
values are the obvious expression of Christian Scripture and tradition. Though most
Christians assume that the current centrality of marriage and family represents a
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long tradition in Christianity, it is actually only about 150 years old. One ‘cic:uld
even make the argument that the current focus on the heterosexual nuclear fam-
ily dates back only to the 1950s.% In this chapter, I pass over the long tradttlfl)n
of Christianity, though it also provides little support for the mo;llc:.rn family.
Rather, T here concentrate mainly on the New Testament an<.i t.he writings of the
early church. Contrary to most contemporary opini.onl-—Chr.lstlan aswell as non-
Christian—there are many more resources in Christian Scripture and tradition
to criticize the modern family than to promote it.

its Matthean version, where in place of “despise” or “hate,” the author has Jesus say
merely that one must not “love more” one’s family than Jesus (Matt, 10:37). But
the Lukan use of “hate” has support from the Gospel of Thomas 55, which may well
be an independent witness to an early tradition. And it is more likely, many schol-
ars believe, that the Lukan form better reflects an earlier, Aramaic source.5 More-
over, Matthew would more likely have altered a “Q” saying to the less offensive
“love more” in order to make Jesus’ teaching fit his own high regard for the law of
Moses.® Thus, the more radical version passed on by Luke and Thomas has the
stronger claim to authenticity. A clearer indication that the historical Jesus taught
the rejection of the traditional family can scarcely be demanded.
But doesn’t Jesus’ teaching about divorce, as contained mainly in Mark

10:6-12 and Matthew 19:4-9, imply the support of marriage? Here Jesus for-
bids divorce even though the law of Moses had allowed it. Wouldn't this imply
that Jesus, if the saying is historical, supported marriage and the traditional fam-
ily at least to the extent that the law did? Not really. After all, Matthew includes

Jesus’ forbidding of divorce but then follows it up with his saying about those

who have “made themselves eunuchs for the sake of the kingdom of God” (Matt.

19:12). The saying is admittedly difficult to interpret and may not be histori-

cal—it is found only in Matthew, after all—but its most likely meaning is that

the avoidance of procreation and marriage is preferable. The combination of the
sayings is evidence that a writer could be opposed to divorce without advocating
marriage and family. That possibility is upheld by almost all the church fathers,
who almost without exception coupled a severe critique of marriage, in some
cases all but forbidding it for truly pious Christians, with an even stronger pto-
hibition of divorce.” Even if Jesus did forbid divorce, therefore, that cannot be
taken as evidence that he advocated marriage.

What was the meaning, though, of Jesus’ rejection of marriage and the family
for himself and his disciples? One clue comes from his saying about the resurrec-
tion and marriage. Jesus says, “In the resurrection of the dead, people neither marry
nor are married, but they are as angels in heaven” (Mark 12:25; Matt, 22:30). Or
at least that is how the saying appears in Mark and Matthew. Luke, pethaps real-
izing that the saying was too cryptic, expands it, having Jesus explain it this way:
“For they [that is, the resurrected dead] are no longer able to die, for they are equal
to the angels and are sons of God, being sons of the resurrection” (Litke 20:306),
Luke’s version may be epexegetical, but it probably does correctly portray the basic
meaning of the saying about angels, A common understanding among ancient
Jews and Christians was that angels are androgynous, or perhaps completely male,
They needn't, in any case, reproduce themselves the way human beings do because
they are not subject to death. The understanding throughout much of the ancient
world was that marriage was for the purposes of legitimate and controlled procre-

ation, which was necessary only because of the fact of death. Marriage, therefore,
_ was completely implicated in the dreaded cycle of sex, birth, death, and decay,
 followed by more sex, birth, death, and decay. As John Chrysostom put it many
years later, “where there is death, there is marriage” (On Virginity 14.6). In the

THE HISTORICAL JESUS

Jesus of Nazareth was not a family man. Though we could debate the construc-
tion of the historical Jesus—and all “historical Jesuses” are in fact hypoth.encal
constructions based on the flimsiest of evidence—according © all our tstvallable
evidence, Jesus never married. This conld have been an ac‘c1den‘t of hlstory.' It
wasn't unusual for men in the ancient world to put off marriage, if they mame‘d
at all, until their thirties. If Jesus was about thirty years old when he began his
ministry, as suggested by some traditions (deriving from Luke .3:23), he could
have been unmartied just because he hadn’t gotten around to it. But tl}ere. are
other indications that he rejected marriage and family ties and taught his dxs.cl-
ples to do likewise, Whatever the historical Jesus taught about sex, afb‘out which
we have no real evidence, his message apparently included a severe critique of the
traditional family, including marriage. o ’

One of the sayings of the Gospels that must be hlStOl'IClal is Jesus’ response
when told that his mother and brothers (and sisters according to one sou'rce [a
textual variant at Mark 3:32]) wanted to see him. Jesus answers, “Who is my
mother and who are my brothers? . . . Whoever does the will of God, that one is
my brother and sister and mother” (Mark 3:33-35; cf. Ma'tt. 12:4.6—50; Luke
8:19-21). Jesus refused to identify with his traditional family ax.lc‘i instead sub-
sticuted for it the eschatological community that shared his vision of a new,
divinely constituted family. - .

Indeed, all our Gospels present Jesus as creating and living within an alterna-
tive to the household: an itinerant group of men and women unrelated to one
another by blood or marriage, most of whom had also apparently separated from
their families. Jesus called his disciples away from their households. Al‘though per(;
haps teaching that the commandment to honor on€’s parents should still be obeye
(the evidence is either nonexistent or inconclusive), he tf)ld one man not‘ even to
bury his father—a teaching that would have been perceived as an incredible and.
offensive affront to family values in ancient Palestine (Luke 9:59-60; Matt.
8:21-22).4 In another saying, as passed on by Luke, Jesus says, “If anyone comes
to me and does not despise [or hate: mised] his own father and mother and wife
and children and brothers and sisters, and yes his own life, he is not able to be n}y
disciple” (Luke 14:26). Most modern Christians prefer to remember the saying in
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ical stance toward the traditional family. Luke portrays the birth of Jesus, for
_ example, asa very “public” event, notat all a “family affair.” And toward the close
of that narrative, Luke ominously adds that Mary “pondered in her heart” all that

had happened (2: 19). The next ominous foreshadowing concerning Mary occurs
k just a few verses later, when Simeon prophesies that a sword will pierce Mary’s
soul (2:35). And then again only a few verses later things become more explicit.
_ Artheage of twelve, Jesus in the ‘Temple, though “obedient” to his parents (2:5 1),
clearly expresses his ultimate independence from his fleshly family. He names
God as his “father” and his “business” as God’s “business” (2:41-51). The Greek
hete—en tois tou patros mou—could refer to the “matters” or “business” of the
father (so the KJV?), the “household” of the father (and thus the RSV?), or even
the “people” of the father (if taken to be masculine).” In any case, the contrast
between Jesus' traditional family and the household of God is here early high-
lighted. Mary’s soul is already being pierced.
The author of Luke-Acts then constructs his narrative to emphasize this con-
trast between the community of Jesus and the traditional family. In Luke 8:1-3,
we are informed about Jesus’ entourage, which includes the twelve male disciples,
Mary Magdalene, Joanna, Susanna, and “many other” women. Jesus' “house-
hold” now consists of twelve men and several women, none of whom is men-
tioned as traveling with a spouse or family. It is no surprise, therefore, when a few
verses later Jesus gets explicit about his substitution of this new community for
his traditional family (8:19-21). Those who travel with him, not the nuclear fam-
ily of his birth, are his family. In the next chapter Jesus tells the young man to
forget burying his father and to follow Jesus instead (9:59-62), which is followed
a few verses later by a description of the intimacy of Jesus with his true father:
“Everything has been given to me by my father. No one knows who the son is
except the father, and who the father is except the son and whomever the son
chooses to reveal it to” (10:22), The contrast is thus made between the disrup-
tion Jesus brings to “normal” father-son relations and the intimacy of Jesus’ own
telation to his heavenly father.
Even clearer contrasts occur in the narrative of Acts. At the beginning of the
book, for instance, the communal life of the disciples in Jerusalem is described
(Acts 2:42—47). They meet in the Temple and in different houses all together.
They share belongings and common meals. They hold alt things in common
(eichon apanta koina, 2:44). To make sure we get the point, the author rehearses
the account two chapters later. He says that the disciples were all happily united;
no one claimed any private property, but they rather held all things in common;
whoever owned land or houses (think “households”) sold them and delivered the
proceeds to the whole group, to be administered by the apostles, who gave to each
according to need. Joseph, an apparently single man called “Barnabas” by the
apostles, is cited as a particular example: he sold a field and gave the entire pro-
ceeds to the community (4:32-37).10

Immediately and in direct contrast to this description of communal life, the

author introduces the negative countertype: the married couple Ananias and

resurrection, Jesus taught, that cycle will have been broken, Marriage will be
obsolete and even offensive in the kingdom of God. Jesus’ rejection of the tradi.
tional family and his creation of an alternative community signaled the immi.
nent, or perhaps incipient, in-breaking of the kingdom of God.

All our evidence pointing to the historical Jesus, therefore, indicates that he
not only avoided marriage and family himself but also taught people to forsake
those institutions and enter into an alternative, eschatological society. The house.
hold was part of the world order he was challenging. It, along with other insti
tutions of power, would be destroyed with the coming kingdom. The household,
moreover, represented traditional authority, which he was challenging at every
turn. The household was implicated in the cycle of death. Indeed, the household,
as the site of procreation, birth, and burial, was the very technology of life and
death in the ancient world. For the historical Jesus, the rejection of marriage and
the family was as necessary as the proclamation of the resurrection and the eter-

nal kingdom of God.

THE GOSPEL OF LUKE AND THE ACTS
OF THE APOSTLES

Different Christians in the early church took these early Jesus traditions in dif-
ferent directions. We've already seen that Matthew toned down Jesus’ antifamil-
ial teachings somewhat, apparently uncomfortable with having Jesus speakof
“hating” one’s family. As we will see, later Christians actually turned the gospel
around so that it supported rather than challenged the traditional household. Still
other Christians carried on the antifamilial tendencies of the historical Jesus. The
author of the Gospel of Luke and the Acts of the Apostles laces his entire narra-
tive with the theme. ‘

First, we should note how he himself may have edited the saying I've already
quoted about “hating” one’s family. Only Luke includes “wives and children” in
the list of those a disciple is supposed to “despise.” Although Thomas also uses
the word “hate” or “despise,” Thomas’s account agrees with Matthew in not
including wives in the list. It is possible, therefore, that Luke added “wives and
children” to a list of family members he found in Q. This suggestion is supported
by an analysis of the rest of the Gospel.

There occur a few small details special to Luke’s Gospel that tip his hand about
his stance on the traditional family. Only Luke contains Jesus’ teaching that peo-
ple should not invite their friends and family to a dinner they host, but that they
should instead invite the poor, outcasts, those who cannot return the favor
(14:12-14). A few sentences later, in the parable of the Great Banquet, only Luke
has a character decline the invitation because he has just been married (14:20),
an excuse not found in Matthew’s version.®

Other details in the early portions of Luke’s Gospel, details usually overlooked,
can also suddenly appear significant when seen in a larger context of Luke’s crit-
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Luke’s wording, Jesus said, “Everyone who divorces his wife and marries another
commits adultery, and any woman who has been divorced from her husband and
'marries another commits adultery” (Luke 16:18; compare Matt. 5:32; 19:9).
According to most interpretations, this is read as a prohibition of both divorce

Sapphira, to this point the only martied couple mentioned in Acts.!! In fact, they

are the only married couple explicitly mentioned in Acts apart from Prisca and
Aquila, who are themselves anything but the “normal,” traditional married coy.
ple.!? Note how the actions of Ananias and Sapphira are described (5:1-11), , . der the infl
They are Christians with their own private possessions. But instead of doing as : and remarriage. 'B‘ut that‘, I argue, is to read‘ the Lukan passage under lt ? influ-
the others have done, they sell their possessions and bring only a portion of the ence of the CXP.hClt prohibicions of d.lYorce in Mark and N'Iattbew. Ll-l o e
proceeds to the church. Twice in the text, the author emphasizes that the two coz- ment C(,)UId casily be L:ead asap mhl.bltl(.m only of the combination ofdzvorcr sztf)
spire together to deceive the church and avoid the communalism of the others (5:2, remarriage. An(‘i that is tbe way I think it must be refld' Afte;'l all WZ}KZVCF ready
9). As usual, the author of Acts presents Satan as the instigator of actions oppo- seen .tha:t Jesus 1“n Lu}’ie, 10 contrast to the accounts in Matthew o di o l{ > g
site those demanded in the kingdom of God, and also as usual, the actor on the his dl,smp les co bate their wives. In'Luke, Jesus 'demands tha.t bis disciples give
side of the church is the Holy Spirit, to whom, Peter says, the couple has actu- up wives and childien as w.ell » their other far.mly members in order to follow
ally lied (5:3).13 When Ananias and Sapphira die, we are told that they are cat- him, If Luke ha(.i Jesus forbld divorce or separation (anc.l we must rememkzle.r c}fat
ried out and buried by “young men,” a detail repeated twice that is hard to explain for most p cop le 11 ;l the. ancient world tbere wasno real dlfia'rez?e k')eltw een niou:e
but may represent the “new” thing happening in this eschatological community and‘ sep araFlon? while ac the same jume tmp lylr.lg that his sciples must cia\ie
of the future (the Greek word for “young men” builds on the Greek word chat behind thel.r wives, he would be caught in an obv.lous contradiction. But there is
may also be translated “new”; 5:6, 10; cf. 2:17). Finally, the text emphasizes that no contrac'hctlon if we assume that what .LUkC beheyed Jesus was prohﬂ?mniheﬁe
the couple is buried together, the wife “right by her husband” (pros ton andm was not divorce, but remarriage after d1vor<.:e. Thls would also eXPllaI? why B
autés; 5:10), together now in death as they were together in their conspiratorial W?u,ld notwant to rep l'O'dl’l(.ZC Mark 1 0:2-12 in his Gospel Thu§, Lfl (ebeav; y Cl;u;
marriage that sought its own interests before the communal interests of the spirit- of his ,GOSP el any p rohibition Of divorce; he bas J esus all?w divorce d ue Olhl

led church.' Then, at the end of the story about the married couple, the narra- remarriage. This fits Perfectly with the‘ ?thel‘ mdl‘catlons in Luke an .Acts“t lat
tive returns our vision once again to the (nonhouschold) community; telling us the author took marriage and the traditional family to have been not just “rela-

that “great fear fell on the whole church and on all those who heard about these tivized” but actually rejected by the gospel. Luke presents the church as replac-
events” (5:11) ing, not supporting, marriage and the family'¢

I think it cannot be an accident that a married couple, one of only two named
in the book of Acts, serves as the negative countertype to the nonhousehold,
eschatological community of the first part of the book, a community clearly fore-
shadowing and representing the coming community of God that will replace the
traditional family for good. The solidarity of the married couple represents the
old, self-serving order of the traditional family and familial solidarity, with its
concerns for economic stability, inheritance, and continuity, in contrast to the
new, young, gtowing, communal, eschatological household, whose procreation
is a miraculous gift of the spirit and whose survival is assured by common soli-
darity and the gifts of God, a houschold of brothers and sisters rather than hus-
bands and wives, fathers and mothers. Or to use another early and fundamental
social metaphor for the church, the traditional couple is opposed to the ekklésia,
the “town gathering,” the new polity of the gathered people of God that out-
grows, transcends, and ultimately rejects the traditional family.

More such examples of the Christian critique of marriage and the family from
Luke and Acts could be given, but I will mention only one. It has not often been
noted that there is no explicit condemnation of divorce in Luke, though there is
in both Matthew and Mark. Luke, unlike Matthew, does not appropriate the
material from Mark 10:2-12, in which Jesus explicitly prohibits divorce. The
only place where the subject comes up explicitly in Luke is in his quotation of a
Q saying, but its precise wording should be analyzed carefully. According to

THE REVELATION OF JOHN

Luke is not the only New Testament author who dreams of an eschatological
community in which marriage and the traditional family are replaced by other
social formations. The Revelation of John offers a similar vision, though it is also
different in significant ways. The most obvious difference lies in the place
assigned to women in the two different texts, Whereas the Christian community
in Luke-Acts includes women, sometimes even in central roles, John imagines an
exclusively male community, a kingdom of male priests and prophets who have
“not been defiled by women” (14:4). There is no room in Revelation for actual,
human women or for “normal” matrriage and family.

John's world is ruled by God, the Pantocrator, the ruler of all, a designation
for the Emperor appropriated by Christians for God. Jesus is also the “ruler of
the kings of the earth” (1:5), another imperial title. John and his fellow Chris-
tians themselves constitute “the kingdom” (1:6). For John, Christians are priests
serving God in the kingdom-empire ruled by God and Christ. John’s universe is
populated mainly by males. In his vision, he meets twenty-four male elders; four
male beasts (4:4—7); two male prophets (11:3ff.); and Michael, a male angel who
leads an army of apparently male angels (12:7-9). John and his fellow Christians
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Revelation of God the father and Jesus the Horned Lamb both sitting on the
_ heavenly throne. Jesus also makes this promise to John: “The one who is victo-
rious I will give to sit with me on my throne, as I was victorious and sat with my
father on his throne” (3:21; see also 12:5). It is hard to avoid the image, once we
actually picture it, of a bunch of men scrambling all over one another and sitting
on one another’s laps on a huge throne in the sky; perhaps God the father is on
botcom, then the Horned Lamb on his lap, and then John and all his slave broth-
ers on their laps. Furthermore, it is curious that although there is a marriage in
Revelation between a male and a female, the female’s body and clothing are, as
we saw, made up of male bodies. John and his brothers, in the person of the Bride
herself, actually in the end b get to marry the Horned Lamb.

It is as if, for the author of the Apocalypse, there is no room for “normal” mar-
riage and family in his world. The enemy, Rome, is not a “wife” but a whore who
has slept around with every important man in the known world. Jesus is the
bridegroom who is about to wed his bride. Christians are slave brothers who serve
in the great houschold of God and have no contact with women. In fact, they
must not do so since they constitute themselves the body of the bride of the
Horned Lamb. They keep themselves pure (and John is obsessed with dirt, filch,
and cleanliness, as well as with sex)!® so they can be propetly clean for their nup-
tial copulation with the Horned Lamb. How, in this universe, could Christians
find a place for “normal” marriage and family?-

In very different ways, therefore, Luke and John the Seer both envisioned
~ Christian community as displacing marriage and family and replacing them with
new eschatological social formations, And they may in fact have been inspired,
as we have seen, by the teachings of Jesus himself. I now turn attention, though,
to an obvious source for early Christian thinking about marriage and family: Paul
and Paulinism.

play several different roles in his universe: they are most often designated as fel-
low slaves with the angels and brothers of one another, but they are also priests,
prophets, and even kings (see 20:6). This is an entirely male community: God s
father and Jesus is the eldest son, who is also repeatedly portrayed as a huge,
vicious, violent, bloody, horned Lamb. The other members of the household are
all brothers and fellow slaves—an all-male household.

The first time we encounter a female figure in Revelation is with the appear-
ance of Jezebel, the false prophet who seduces Jesus “slaves” in the church at Thy-
atira (2:20). She is depicted as an adulteress and is promised a violent end along
with those who have had sex with her, that is, those led astray by her from the
strict ascetic Christianity advocated by John. There are only two or three other
female figures in Revelation, according to how one counts. The starring role is
played by Babylon, the great Whore, Rome, who spreads her legs for any king
who wants her (Rev. 18:3, 9). The other two female figures are the woman who
gives birth to the male child in Revelation 12 and the Bride of the Lamb, who
appears at the end of the book, but some have speculated that these two figures
perhaps overlap in the confusing and fluid symbolism of the Apocalypse. At any
rate, they are completely passive figures; they are acted upon but scarcely act. The
woman of chapter 12 gives birth to a male child (apparently representing Jesus
as the Messiah: 12:5), is persecuted by the dragon, and is eventually saved by
being put out of the way in “her place” prepared by God for her in the desert
(12:14). Unlike her male child, who is snatched up to sit with the male God on
the heavenly throne, she apparently doesn’t get to go to heaven but spends the
rest of the book in “her place” in the desert.

The last female character of Revelation is, of course, the Bride. She is prepared
by the father God to marry his son the Horned Lamb (19:7). She is clothed in
pure, clean linen, in contrast to the filth and blood and gore of the Whore; in
fact, her clothing is actually composed of the “righteous deeds of the saints,” that
is, John and his fellow brother-slaves (19:8). At the end of the vision, we discover
that she is the New Jerusalem (21:2, 10), which is of course populated by the
male, servile household of God, including the twelve male apostles of the Lamb
(21:14) and the twelve tribes of the soms of Israel (21:12). Thus, although the
Horned Lamb marries a female figure, her body and clothing are actually com-
posed of male deeds and bodies, the population of the divine houschold, the
eschatological city, the finally victorious kingdom and empire,

We see here that although actual sexual intercourse is supposed to be absent
from the eschatological community, desire and the erotic, especially the erotic of
the eye, is everywhere.!” First, there is the voluptuous though gruesome seduc-
tiveness of Jezebel and the Whore—both of whom are depicted as promiscuous
and dangerous. But John and his slave-brothers have resisted that seduction. And
they have certainly resisted the seduction of normal marriage and family. They
have, remember, “not been defiled, or polluted, by women” (14:1-5). The seduc:
tion they have apparently not been able to avoid is a certain erotic of homosocial
male bonding that pervades the vision. We have the image more than once in

THE APOSTLE PAUL

. Ihave dealt at length with Paul’s own position on sex and marriage elsewhere, so
let me briefly summarize those findings here.!® As we can see from 1 Corinthians
7, Paul was no proponent of martiage or the traditional family. He preferred that
all Christians follow his example and remain unmarried. But he believed that some
_ Christians, perhaps even most Christians, would be too weak to avoid the dangers
 of desire without sexual activity in marriage. So he allowed Christians to be mar-
ried, in fact encouraged them to be married, if they were too weak to avoid desire
otherwise. Note, however, that Paul never gives any indication that he believed
marriage was the proper arena for the expression of sexual desire. Rather, his lan-
guage makes it clear, I have argued, that he viewed marriage as the vehicle for the
avoidance of desire. According to Paul, Christians do not express desire by means
of marital sex; they preclude it. “It is better to marry than to burn” (1 Cor. 7:9).
Since “burning” is a reference to sexual passion and desire, and Paul does not say
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that it is permissible to “burn” just a little, to “simmer,” Paul’s statement meang
that he viewed sex within marriage as the technique that would allow Christians |
to avoid the experience of sexual desire—ironically, from our perspective, through
sexual intercourse performed within marriage but devoid of desire.

This interpretation is borne out by a careful examination of what Paul says in
1 Thessalonians 4:3—8. Paul tells the newly converted brothers in the church in
Thessalonica (for whatever reason, he addresses only men) that each of them
should “possess” or “control” his “thing” or “vessel,” probably referring either to

tion given here to keeping slaves obedient and submissive works to make their
slavery even more secure by inscribing it into their hearts and minds, and into
their relation even to God and Christ. When early Christian authors encourage
marriage and family, without fail they do so by reinforcing the patriarchal ideol-
ogy of their society.

The author of Ephesians, writing later and also in Paul’s name, elaborates the
household code from Colossians. The author of Ephesians, though, makes the
male, patriarchal ideology even more insidious by conflating the superior male’s
role with that of God and Christ in relation to the church. As Christ is head of
the church, so the man is head of the woman; as the church is submitted to
Christ, so wives must submit to husbands and women to men in everything
 (5:21-24). Perhaps it should be noted that the Greek terms here for husband and
wife are those also for man and woman. We in English have to decide how we
will translate them, but we should not forget that the husband-wife hierarchy is
but an instance of the universal male-female and man-woman hierarchy. The
Greek ambiguity (are we talking about just husbands and wives or all men and
women?) nicely preserves the universal ideological “truth” that enforces the
household-gender hierarchy.

In the next few verses, the role of the husband is expanded, but significantly
the comparison of the husband to Christ ends up allowing Christ and his activ-
ity to take over the context: “Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the
chiurch and handed himself over for her, in order that he might make her holy,
cleaning (her) by the washing of water of the utterance, in order that he may pre-

their genitalia or their wives, “in holiness and honor, not in the passion of desire
like the Gentiles who do not know God” (4:4~-5). Sexual passion, for Paul, is
something that these Christian men should no longer experience; it is part of the
Gentile world they have left behind. Marriage is the arena in which they should
be able to have sex but avoid desire.

Whether or not one accepts my admittedly controversial interpretations of
these passages, it must be admitted that Paul clearly preferred celibacy to mar-
riage for Christians. He had no interest in the “propagation of the species,” mak-
ing babies, or raising families. He cannot be enlisted as a supporter, certainly in
the romantic, modern sense, of marriage and family.

THE “PRO-FAMILY” PAUL

But of course, he has been so enlisted, not least by his disciples and probably nog
long after his death. The letter to the Colossians, which I take to be pseudony-

sent to himself the glorified church, not having any stain or wrinkle or any such
mous, does not actively promote the family, but it does assume it in the so-called

thing, but in order that she might be holy and blameless” (5:25-27). Note how
the gendering of dirt is introduced. The gender duality makes the male the active
agent: the male brings holiness, cleanness, blamelessness, glory, and spotlessness
to the profane, dirty, stained, wrinkled, guilty, female principle.

Furthermore, the superior male agent is the only active agent. Besides “clean-

“household code” proposed to maintain hierarchy and order in the household
(3:18-4:1). Wives are told to submit to their husbands “as is fitting in the Lord”;
husbands are told to love their wives and not treat them bitterly. Children are
told to obey their parents in everything “for this is pleasing in the Lord”; fathers
are told not to provoke their children or render them despondent. In the only
admonition that exceeds a couple of phrases, slaves are then addressed with a full
paragraph. Basically, they are told to serve their masters as if they were serving

ing up” their wives, husbands also feed them, warm them, and nourish them, as
they do their own bodies. Women, on the other hand, dont do much of anything
for their husbands except obey and fear them (5:33). Likewise next with the rela-
tionship of children to parents. Children are told simply to obey and honor their
parents, but fathers (not the parents in general, note) are to nourish, educate, and
admonish their children (G:1-4), Women and children are not told to “love” their
husbands and fathers, just to obey, honor, and fear them. And they provide noth-
ing for their men, but are themselves provided for. As in all ancient patronal ide-
ology, the superior is the benefactor, the one who supplies the lack experienced
by the inferior, whether of cleanliness, holiness, or nourishment. The patriarchal
ideology of the ancient world becomes more pronounced and explicit the more
the traditional household is encouraged.

This trajectory becomes simply more explicit and pronounced in the later
Paulinism of the Pastoral Epistles. The author of 1 and 2 Timothy and Titus (not
Paul, but a Christian writing in his name many years later) goes to greater lengths

Christ, and that any misbehavior on their part will be severely punished not only
by their earthly masters but even, it is implied, by Christ himself. Then, in a
return to the short phrase, masters are told to treat their slaves equitably, realiz-
ing that slave owners themselves have a heavenly master.

Here in the name of Paul, the hierarchy of the ancient patriarchal household
is reinforced in a way it never was in the authentic letters of Paul. True, Paul never
advocated the abolition of slavery or the true equality of women, but his letters
contain nothing really like this.?* The position of this writer is nonetheless under-
standable. In the ancient world, if you were going to encourage marriage and the
traditional household at all, you did so by placing the household in the structure
of the universe, in a descending hierarchy with God on top, then male heads-of-
households, then wives, then children, then slaves. The disproportionate atten-
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narrative to consummate their love. The characters are usually separated at the
beginning of the story and seek to be reunited. They are placed in all sorts of tragic
and traumatic situations of love and danger. They cry about their fate, weep, and
mourn. Though their virtue is continually assaulted, they are usually able to
remain loyal to one another, and they are eventually reunited and married. The
ancient novels actually worked to teach quite conservative notions about the value
and eternity of marriage and the traditional, elite Greek household.?!

The Acts of Paul and Thecla plays on these themes and disrupts them at the
same time. The heroine, Thecla, is an upper-class woman who becomes enam-
ored by the ascetic message of the apostle Paul, which teaches young people and
women to keep themselves absolute virgins, to avoid sex entirely, to reject mar-
riage, and to devote themselves to complete and pure celibacy. According to Paul
in this text, the only way to keep the flesh pure and experience the resurrection
and eternal life is to remain virginal and celibate. Theclas attraction to Paul and
his message is narrated in the tones of the desire and passion of the novels: her
desire for Paul is provoked simply by hearing his voice or seeing him teaching
(§7); like a love-struck heroine, she wastes away when apart from him and is
“taken captive” by him (§§8-9); she experiences her love for Paul like a disease
(§10). When she is finally allowed to come into his presence, she kisses his fet-
ters and rolls herself around in the dust where he had earlier been sitting (§§18,
20). Throughout the narrative, moreovet, the exceptional beauty of Thecla is
emphasized; she is even repeatedly portrayed as naked and exposed to the
voyeuristic public and authorities (§§33, 34). The emphasis throughout the nar-
rative on the absolute necessity of celibacy is surpassed only by the story’s highly
charged eroticism. Thus, though the Christianity presented by the text is one of
complete sexual renunciation, it is scantily clothed in the obviously erotic
rhetoric of the ancient romantic novel.

The ultimate “enemy” of the narrative is the household. Over and over again,
the story sets up a conflict between the male heads-of-households—parres famil-
ine—along with the male political authorities, on the one hand, and the vast
majority of the women, on the other. When Thecla is arrested or condemned to
torture, it is the women of the city who pray for her, beg for her release, and
bemoan her fate. But interestingly, the wives are not the only ones who side with
Thecla against their own husbands. They are joined by the “young men and
women” of the towns and cities. And in one scene of torture, a lioness, meant to
attack Thecla, ends up siding with her, The lioness attacks the male lion and even-
tually gives her own life in battle against the male beasts in order to save Thecla,
Conflict in the story pits male heads-of-households against all other potential
members of households—women, girls, and young men—on the other side with
Thecla. The men understand perfectly what is at issue: they themselves insist that
if Christianity and Thecla succeed, that will mean the destruction of their house-
holds (§§10, 15-16).2?

In the end, Thecla triumphs. She baptizes herself (in a huge vat of killer seals,
which are all miraculously killed by a lightning bolt before they can eat Thecla);

to reinforce and encourage the presence of the ancient family in the church and
the structuring of the ancient church itself to resemble the hierarchical house-
hold and state. Early in 1 Timothy, for instance, the readers are instructed to pray
for “kings and all in authority” (1 Tim. 2:2). (It is hard to imagine John making
any such statement in his Apocalypse, just as it is hard to imagine him encour-
aging marriage and household economy as this author does.) In the Pastorals,
wotmen are not even allowed to pray or speak; they must learn “in silence and all
submission” (2:11). They may teach younger women, but they are to have no
authority over men whatsoever (2:12). This is justified because of their implica-
tion in the deception and sin of Eve. Their main role is as childbearers, through
which they may be saved if they behave themselves properly (2:15).

Not only is the patriarchal houschold strengthened within the church; the
church itself—no longer a “town meeting”—is forced into the mold of the patri-
archal houschold (3:5). Thus women without husbands become a particular
problem for this author. The author, anxious to allow neither young nor old
women to escape the confines of the household, urges that the younger women
be encouraged to find themselves husbands. For the older women, for whom that
would not usually be a practicable solution in the ancient world, the author must
figure out some way to insert them into the household of the church. They can-
not be allowed to be independent or outside patriarchal authority. They there-
fore are inscribed in roles within the church family under the authority of its male
leaders (5:3-16). It goes without saying that slaves in these letters are similarly
dealt with: they are told not to expect any relief from Christianity for their servi-
tude (6:1-2).

The familial highjacking of the apostle Paul, therefore, began early in Chris-
tianity. Paul was made to support marriage and the traditional family. But not
surprisingly, that meant that Paul became a stronger proponent of social, cosmic,
and ecclesiastical patriarchy and hierarchy than he had been in his authentic let-
ters. In the ancient world, to promote marriage and the family necessarily meant
to promote patriarchal ideology. And Paul was put to service to that end,

THE “ANTIFAMILY” PAUL

If the canonical disciples of Paul worked to enlist the apostle in their pro-family
agenda, other followers of Paul in the ancient church made him their spokesman
for an antifamilial Christian message, a message that eventually proved to be more
powerful and dominant in the Christianity of late antiquity than the pro-family
version. One of the most popular of ancient ascetic tracts was a short document
known to modern scholars as The Acts of Paul and Thecla.
The story of Thecla recounted in the document is fascinating for the way it
appropriates many of the elements of the Greek romantic novel in order to pro-
mote a Christian ascetic message. Ancient Greek novels are highly eroticized and
romanticized narratives in which two young people struggle throughout the long
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she promises to cut her hair like a man’s; she dresses herself like a man. At the en
of the story, she is given a fortune by a rich widow so that she (and her mothey
can become independent and self-supporting. Thecla no longer needs a man eve
for financial support. Totally freed from the family and household, ﬁnancially‘
and spiritually independent, she leaves even Paul, becomes an apostle /ike Paul, .
and goes off to spread the Christian message of the destruction of the ancient Jovinian was quickly and firmly condemned. In pl:obably 59.3f t}}e b‘lshop of
household and to establish alternative communities of erotic Christian ascetics. ome, Pope Siricius, called a synod that promptly re)ecte.d‘]f)vmlans views and
Traditional marriage is rejected in favor of erotic asceticism. <communicated Jovinian and eight of his associate§. Siricius annou'n.ced the
The Acts of Paul and Thecla appropriates the authority of the apostle Paul o <communication in a letter to Ttalian bishops, in which }’x’e called Jovinian and
promote a woman-centered, though admittedly androgynous, form of ascetic is friends “the authors of a new heresy and blasphemy.” They were, he says,
Christianity set up in direct opposition to the male-dominated, traditional hier- “wounding Catholics, perverting the continence of the Old and NCW Testaments,
archical household as promoted by other early Christian documents such as the interpreting itin a diabolical sense; by their seductive and deceitful speech' they
Pastoral Epistles. Though it must be admitted that Thecla plays the really star- k have begun to destroy no small number of Christians and to mfake. them allies of
ring role in the narrative, Paul also becomes here a radical opponent of the fam- k heir own insanity.”?® David Hunter has noted the historical 51g.n1.ﬁc;?nce of the
ily. The story seems to recognize what we had surmised when reading the etter: “Siricius’s letter marked the first time in the history of Chrlstl:.lnlty that the
pseudepigraphical Pauline texts: if you want to challenge the male-dominated superiority of celibacy over marriage was officially defined as doc'trlne, and con-
authority structures of ancient culture, you must reject marriage and the family, versely, that its denial was labeled as ‘heresy.”” Though the sentiment had long
been held by at least the vocal leadership of Christianity, it had not before been
explicitly affirmed as the only permissible Christian view. “Siricius’s letter, there-
THE JOVINIAN CONTROVERSY fore, marked a distinctive hardening of boundaries in the later fourth cent.ury,
the moment at which a previously implicit Christian consensus about marriage
and celibacy reached a consequential degree of explicitness’—by means, that is,
of an explicit statement declaring the inferiority of marriage as doctrine.””
In the wake of the condemnation, Jovinian and his friends betook themselves
1o Milan, but the famous and powerful bishop there, Saint Ambrose, also con-
vened a synod of his own and confirmed both the condemnation of Jovinian's
views and the excommunication. Both the pope and one of the most respected
of the church fathers had condemned as “heresy” the opinion that the married
state could be held to be of equal virtue with celibacy.
The most vocal opponent of Jovinian, however, was Jerome, one of the most
prolific and famous of early church fathers and biblical interpretets, \.zvho.wrox":e
a fairly long treatise refuting Jovinian’s claims point by point and besmlrchlng his
reputation, Never one to rise above personal invective and misrepresentation,
Jerome exaggerates Jovinian’s arguments and claims that Jovinian had disparaged
celibacy, for which there is absolutely no evidence. Jovinian had simply arguc.:d
that celibacy was not a superior state when compated to marriage.?® Jerome’s main
concern is to maintain hierarchy of virtue and reward. He ranks virginity high-
est, followed by marriage, with fornication ranking below both. Elsewhere, he
ranks virginity highest, followed by widowhood, and then marriage. Or he can
combine widows and those who avoid sex even though married, and place them
above sexually active wives, but below virgins.?
Jerome claims that he is not condemning marriage ot sex completely (e.g.,
Against Jovinian 1.3). When he s careful, he writes that “the Church does not con-
demn marriage but make it subordinate.”3® But Jerome gets carried away in his

sed Chuistians were and would continue to be of equal §pi.ritual and moral sta-
us whether they were married, widowed, or virgin. Christians who fast are not
i those who eat with thankfulness. And at the last judgment, all Chris-
ave preserved their baptism faithfully will receive equal reward regard-
s of whether they have been ascetics or not.2>

Though there were some eatly voices, such as the author of 1 and 2 Timothy and
Titus examined above, who promoted ancient “family values,” the opposite point
of view, which valued celibacy over marriage, gradually became the more domi-
nant position in late ancient Christianity, at least among the church’s leaders and
as portrayed in its writings. As ]. N. D. Kelly has put it,

from the second century onwards a widening stream of such [ascetic] essays
[he is here referring first to Jerome’s Letter 22, really a treatise denigrating
marriage and advising celibacy] had been published by Christian writers. . ..
They all draw on a common fund of ideas and expound, though with widely
differing nuances, what is essentially the same doctrine. This is that mar-
riage is, on the most favorable interpretation, a poor second best; virginity
is the original state willed by God, and sexual intercourse came in only after
the Fall, The underlying presuppositions are that the sexual act is intrinsi-
cally defiling, and that indulgence in it creates a barrier becween the soul
and God. If one is married, it is better to abstain from intercourse; a second
martiage betokens regrettable carnal weakness.?3

By the late fourth century, it was difficult to find a church leader with a different
opinion.24

Difficult, but not impossible. In fact, the issue came to a head in a controversy
centered around a Roman Christian named Jovinian, who, sometime around
390, began teaching not the superiority of the married state but that those who
married and had sex were no worse in the eyes of God than virgins or celibates,
Jovinian based his argument on a “high” view of baptism. He taught that all bap-
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disgust for sex and marriage, and many of his readers, ancient and modern, have
felt that Jerome does in fact come very close to condemning marriage. Jerome
argues that sex is permissible oy for procreation (Against Jovinian 1.20). He argues
that since abstaining from sex with ones wife “honors” her, having sex with her is
equivalent to “shaming” her (1.7). Throughout, he portrays any kind of sexual
activity, even that in martiage, as impure and polluting to the participants: a// sex-
ual intercoutse is “unclean” (1.20), Finally, Jerome also (though he had apparently
not by this time heard about the official condemnations of Siricius and Ambrose)
calls Jovinian’s view of the equality of marriage and virginity “heresy” (2.37).

Saint Augustine somewhat later also came out with publications against Jovin-
ian’s view of the “equality” of marriage. Augustine felt Jerome had gone too far,
making sex and marriage sound not only “second best” but even sinful. Augustine
seems to have altered his views about sex and marriage at different stages of his life,
Generally, at any rate, Augustine ended up advocating that marriage was indeed a
“good” and that sexual intercourse within marriage should not be condemned if
done under the right conditions and with proper attitudes. The main purpose of
sex is to produce children, and so sex within marriage should be indulged only for
purposes of procreation. Thus, couples should not indulge if the woman is already
pregnant.®! Yet against Jovinian, Augustine affirms the superiority of celibacy: “For
this reason it is a good to marry, since it is a good to beget children, to be the mother
of a family; but it is better not to marry, since it is better for human society itself
not to have need of marriage.”3? Augustines position would be the one to become
the view of the church until the Reformation and the beginnings of modernity.

This debate should not be simply ignored as “ancient history.” Joviniars
view—and remember that he was advocating simply the eguality of marriage, not
its superiority—was declared heretical by a pope and three of the most honored
church “fathers” and saints: Ambrose, Jerome, and Augustine. Whereas Jovinian
scems to have been motivated by notions of equality that remarkably resemble
modern Christian sensibilities, the “orthodox” Christian leaders were all con-
cerned to maintain strict hierarchies both in this life and in the life to come, hier-
archies of virtue and reward in which perpetual virginity occupied the highest
position, with celibacy, then abstinence in marriage, then sexual activity in mar-
riage occupying positions of virtue in a descending grade. That was the view that
was considered the Christian view for most of Christian history. It is highly ironic
that promoters of modern Christian “family values” and the centrality of marriage
and family for Christianity portray themselves as the supporters of Christian tra-
dition. In fact, they would be considered heretics by the “orthodox” church fathers.

THE PURITAN REVOLUTION

The long history of the “orthodox” position on marriage and family came under
challenge beginning in the sixteenth century and reached a new height with the
writings of Anglicans and especially Puritans in the seventeenth century. Some

precursors to the
of marriage and sex of the previous centuries. “Humanist” scholars began pro-

claiming the superiority of the married state to celibacy. Erasmus may have been
influenced by his contact with English humanists in his writing of Encomium
Matrimonii,
Council of Trent,
monii was placed on the index of prohibited books in 1547.%3

it was in England, no doubt due to the English
there of monasteries and the allowance of clerical marriage,

trine became increasingly popular. As

as an ideal for all members
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Protestant Reformation had already challenged the critical view

in which he praised the married state in comparison to celibacy. The
however, condemned Erasmus’s views, and Encomium Matri-

Though the movement was encouraged by the Reformers Luther and Calvin,
Reformation and the abolition
that a change of doc-
Lawrence Stone explains, “the medieval
monks and nuns and
was replaced by the

Catholic ideal of chastity, as a legal obligation for priests,
of the community to aspire to,
ideal of conjugal affection. The married state now became the ethical norm for
the virtuous Christian. . . .”34 The very notion of what constituted a proper Chris-
dian churchman changed. In the words of Christopher Hill, “the monasteries,
aunneries, friaries and chantries disappeared, and the priest, set apart by his
celibacy and mediating the sacraments of the universal Church, yielded place to
the parson as good family man.”?

We must recognize that this was not simply a “reform” of previous corrupt
practices ot a “purifying” of the church along the lines of acknowledged ortho-
doxy. It was, rather, a radical reversal or overturning of previous Christian teach-
ing about the superiority of celibacy over sex and the family.?® And it was
happening among Puritans and Anglicans alike, The theme of “holy matrimony”
pervaded Protestant sermons throughout the sixteenth century.”’ Puritans
increasingly took the concept further, and it is not difficult to see why: especially
after the Restoration of the monarchy and the re-“Establishment” of the Church
of England in 1660, Puritans were forced to rely on “separated” churches, and
these were constructed as voluntary associations of “pure” and “holy” households.
For the Puritans, the separated church made up of pious households replaced the
“parish” as the true locus for religious observation.3®

The seventeenth century saw the publication of many books of advice for the
householder, informing him how to arrange and manage his family in a produc-
tive and pious manner. But they also sounded the new note of approval for mar-
and explicitly valued marriage over celibacy. William Perkins, at
provided readers with his sage recommendations on
the subject “Of Christian Oeconomie, or Household Government,” and though
he sounds reserved about marriage compared to the unrestrained encomia of our
own day, he insists that it is the superior state: “Mariage of it selfe is a thing indif-
ferent, and the kingdome of God stands no more in it then [sic] in meates and
drinkes; and yet it is a state in it selfe, farre more excellent, then the condition of
»39 Pyritans in the New World read these manuals and wrote their own.
that God had ordained marriage for everyone, and that sex

riage and sex,
the beginning of the 1600s,

single life.
They repeatedly insist
in marriage was essential, 40
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As we have seen, a few carly Christian writers, most notably the author of 1 and
2 Timothy and Titus, offered the household as model for the structure of the
church. Puritan authors, in a sense, reversed the direction of influence: in work
after work of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, they admonish their readers
to make their home into “a little church.” It is as if the household comes to replace
the church as the primary locus of religious activity, certainly as the primary ideo.
logical model for piety and observance. The male head of the household assumes
the role of priest or pastor. In a commentary on the conversion of the jailor’s house-
hold in Acts 16:34, Thomas Taylor preached, “Let every Master of Family see to
what he is called; namely, to make his house a lictle Church, to instruct every one
of his Family in the feare of God, to containe every one of them under holy disci-
pline, to pray with them, and for them: that there may be a draught or Modell of
a Church in his House.”#! In a regularly recurring theme of the entire period,
authors told.their readers, here in the words of William Gouge in the eatly seven-
teenth century, “A family is a little Church, and a little commonwealth.”2 It is not
surprising, therefore, that the period, according to Levin Schiicking, saw the devel-
opment of home Bible study as a Protestant invention emphasized even more by
Puritans. In fact, the era saw the rise of the “Family Bible” in homes.*3
Lest this portrait sound too much like the “family” of our own day, we should
emphasize that we are speaking here not of the modern, private, nuclear family
but of the “household.” Though the nuclear family certainly became more visi-
ble in this period, perhaps sociologically as well as ideologically, and it may even
be true that most Puritans experienced household as predominantly nuclear (that
is, it may be that many households did include only husband, wife, and imme-
diate children), the kind of household that we see in literary remains of the
period, including legal records and the like, was not presented mostly as the
nuclear family, These advice books, for instance, always have large sections on
how to deal with one’s servants, sounding as if they assumed their presence in any
“normal” household. The ideal Puritan household in New England included
apprentices and servants, who would live with the family, and sometimes chil-
dren from other homes who had been “sent out” to live with another family for
any number of reasons. Moreover, New England colonies and communities were
officially and legally constructed as collections of households, not individuals.
Therefore, the authorities made repeated attempts in some locales to keep single
adults from living alone or together outside a “normal” household. Single adults;
even males, were forced to live within other existing family units, There were,
therefore, all sorts of experiments attempting to incorporate “all stray bachelors
and maids under the discipline of a real family governor.”#4
Furthermore, there was no expectation in New England communities that the
family was “private” or immune from governmental interference or “social engi-
neering.” Modern conservatives might argue that “it doesn’t take a village to raise
a child; it takes a family.” But their Puritan forefathers were ready to interfere
when they felt that a householder was not fulfilling his role properly. The “state,”
therefore, was in control over who would be a householder and who not, and over

i their behavior. In the early and mid-1600s, if a house}}older was not behaving as
the governing authorities felt he should, they could disband his household, ta}«a
_ away his children and servants, parcel them out to'other ?Souseholds., and force
him to become a member of another household himself.4> The Pur.itan house-
hold was a far cry from the nuclear family free from governmental interference
so central to modern conservative romance. N

The Puritan family was also firmly patriarchal, New England communities
did have laws limiting the rights of husbands and providing protection ff>r wives
and children. Communities, according to recent studies, did sometimes side with
women against their husbands. Some scholars have. argued tbat Puritan women
experienced better situations than women of previous eras in Europ.e. Yet the
Putitan household was staunchly hierarchical, with the “master ﬁrrr}ly in charge,
at least ideologically.# No modern notion of egalitarianism in marriage rr.1ade its
way into the Puritan family. Rather, it is as if what we saw Fo b'e the case in early
Christianity was true also in Puritanism: the more the family is emphasized, the
_ more patriarchy and hierarchy are strengthened. 47 '

Modern Christians, if they paused long enough to look at the actual hlst?ry
rather than their American romanticizing of it, should think twice before calling
on their Puritan “forefathers” to support their own ideology of the fam.ily. Fir‘st,
they must admit that the Puritan revolution was, by the sAtandards of earlier C.h.rls—
tianity, “heresy.” When modern gay and lesbian Christians urge the recognition
of same-sex marriages in churches, they are actually asking for a change much less
radical than that already accomplished by the Reformers and the Puritfn.ls, who
completely reversed doctrines and ethics of 1,500 years of Christian trz?dltlon and
made the married state not only equal to singleness but superior to it. In com-
parison, simply evaluating gay and lesbian relationships on a par with those of
their heterosexual neighbors is a modest innovation. Second, modern advocates
of “traditional family values” should admit that their notion of the (usually? egal-
itarian, private, nuclear family is not a true continuation of the Reformation or
Puritan household after all. The irony, or rather hypocrisy, of modern appeals to
“tradition” or the “religious heritage” of American “forefathers” to support the
modern notion of family should be obvious.

THE CHRISTIAN LEGACY OF THE FAMILY

There were certainly voices in ancient Christianity, as throughout its bistory, that
have interpreted the gospel to support and promote traditional family values—
of the ancient household, But I would argue that the vast majority of the resources
of Scripture and Christian tradition until the modern period lend themselves
much more readily to a critique of marriage and the family than to advocacy of
them. Though the Christianity of the vast sweep of history from the chflrch
fathers until the Reformation did not go so far as to condemn marriage outright,
it consistently assigned an inferior position to marriage and to those Christians
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who married. The “higher calling” was most often understood to be the avoid- The modern emphasis on matriage and the nuclear family, moreover, fools
nking that the modern family can do what it cannot do. The mod-

;mce of inarriagcs, c'ertainly in much of the New Testament and for almost all. of i cople into thi
ate ancient Christianiry Em family simply cannot bear the weight placed on it; it cannot deliver all the

o Itis thus 1ronic, though not really surprising, that American Christianity, espe.- oods demanded of it, whether social, economic, emotional, or psychological.
cially P.rotestanmsm, has reversed the traditional valuations of Christianity. Cou- " gc onservatives and liberals who focus on the family, therefore, are allowing the
pled Wlt%l d?e obscene emphasis on patriotism and nationalism, the emphasis on state to shirk its own responsibilities.” They are attempting to push off onto the
(t(he fa.rmly in American Christianity and popular culture approaches idolatry, frapile modern family the responsibilities that only the state in the modern world
Family Vaiu?S” are practically the only values, along with perhaps nationalism’ car% really bear: for universal child care and education, health care, care for the
that seem uinversally recognized as “Christian values” in American popular Cul: elderly and disadvantaged. The state should get out of the marriage business and
e mdudm.g most churches. set to the rasks that are its true responsibilities: caring for its citizens.

One of thl.s chapter’s .goals iﬁ to highlight how wrong modern Christians are . But I believe the church should also get out of the marriage business. Mar-
w.he-n t},l,ey C(l(alm that. thelr own ideology, and idolatry, of the family is simply “the riage is an exclusive and exclusionary technology for control.5® Modern churches
biblical” or “the traditional” position. If they were true to the historical meaning legitimate one kind of social and intimate bonding and therefore declare illegit-
of the texts and the tradition, they would have to admit that their high valuation in%ate all others. This relationship is good—in fact, “divine.” All others are bad
of marriage and the family runs counter to the teachings of Jesus, authors of the ot at best inferior.

Gospels, Paui, other biblical writers, as well as most of the church “fathers,” This exclusionary technique can be scen also in the connection of marriage t0
popes, and saints. Furthermore, their own promotion of martiage and their ado- procreation. Though the stigma and shame associated with births “out of wed-
‘r‘ation of t}:e fan.ul?r run counter to the longer tradition of Christianity, at least of lock” have gradually diminished, they are still present—as is proven by the fact
OrtilOFlox Christlanlty, and represent a rather radical and recent innovation in that cohabiting couples so often decide to marry when they become or decide to
Christian doctrine and cthics. It is simply misleading, perhaps hypocritical, to become expectant parents. Marriage legitimates childbirth. But it necessarily
say that modern family values are simply “the biblical” or “the Christian” view, therefore declares other births illegitimate. Why should the church want to allow
In fact, then.a are more resources in Scripture and tradition to ¢ritique marriage any of its children to be thought “illegitimate”? Our cry, rather, should be “No
and the family than to support it. bastard children!” Bastard children are not created by the absence of marriage,

Another goal of this chapter, therefore, is to point out the many texts avail- but by marriage itself, Marriage makes bastards by making the category possible.
ai)le to queer Cilristians that may be used to criticize the modern idolatry of mat- For these and many other reasons we could give, both the state and the church
riage a.n‘d family. Though 1 support to some extent the extension of state should get out of the marriage business.
fecognition of same-sex unions on a par with heterosexual marriage—gay and Yet queer Christians need not stop with the simply negative task of critiquing
lesbian couples should have all the rights and privileges recognized by the state matriage and the family. Another goal of this chapter is to provoke contempo-
for het.erosexuals.—I am deeply ambivalent about pursuing same-sex marriage as rary Christians into thinking about different ways of reading Christian Scripture
a solution to the injustices of homophobia. I believe that both the state and the and tradition. Queer Christians (whose queerness may manifest itself in all sorts
church should get out of the marriage business. of unexpected ways) should use their imaginations to allow Scripture and tradi-

"l?helr ¢ ate many excllent feasons why people in general and Christians in tion to inspire new visions of Christian community free from the constraints of

i; ifetlr:ll;zliaShOL\lg;hnot Wan‘t to give the stai'e the power t‘? recogni.ze and regu- the modern, heterosexual, nuc.lc.:ar family. We coulci imagine.traveling b.ands of
elationshi 8 en we glve the state the right to legitimize one kind of sexual erotic followers of Jesus, or spirit-filled “own meetings” sharing things in com-
i)etljgro;::sla:i of .Sl(lm?l.formit;on’ we automatically give it the right to render all mon, ot lively communities .of men or women liviiig together, or lively commu-
. ns illegitimate. .Surcly, the church should never cede its own pre- nitics of men and women living together. We could imagine “households” of new
irztgjr:::;;tﬁ};epzateerglesage;ilsl)i’: BS:itC [?S blo?ds;lained anci beh?lden to the construction, i‘e.presenting in their own advsnturesome liire.s together hopss fc.>r
marty, you give power o the st;te all people should reailze this: when you new communities of the future. Eschatologisal COITlmun'lUCS. Commumti‘(‘zs in
over your sexual relations, your person, which single people are not second-class citizens, 11 which there are no “bas-

E}}iztntl}?:i;r::izztei;t;l}: (i)fu};::li clrleiiizn? E'O:Y- T}? agre}f to tartiage is to agree tards,” in which sex1ial orientation does not in itself stigmatize,'ir‘i which va.rieties
its most intimate) realms ’ ublic and riif a‘te as the {lg tto Contiol your life in of households 'are.nurturt':d.. Alterr'lative models to the traditional family are
collective. Not to put t(;op e 2 poi Ii oril €, persona and sexual, mdl_wdual and ready-to-hand in rl‘ch Christian Ssripture and tradition. ‘

government. P it, marriage cedes your genitals to the The texts of Scripture and tradition I have analyzed bring both problems and

possibilities. Some of them offer alternative visions of human community but at
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the price of an asceticism that renders desire and sex shameful or even sinful, 4
course we must also reject. Others are built on ideologies that despise the body
or women. There will be no resource in Christianity or any other tradition, how.
ever, that is not to some extent problematic. All human models are tainted. Theré
are no clean words. But these resources may also be used for retraining our imag'
inations both to see the inherent evils in the modern idolatry of marriage ancf
family and to develop visions of alternative, eschatological, forward-looking com:
munities. Rather than looking to Scripture and tradition to justify the recogni;,
tion of same-sex unions and marriage, we should attempt to recover and reyise

Chapter 9

resources from a forgotten Christianity vouchsafed to us in Scripture and pre-
modern traditions: the long and valuable history of the Christian case againgt
martiage. k

The Hermeneutics of Divorce

Less and less do Christians today actually debate the ethics of divorce and remar-
riage. Most of the time, both seem to be expected, if not accepted, as part of life.
This is not to say that the topic is completely uncontroversial. Every once in a
while, some Catholic bishop or spokesperson will make headlines by declaring
that politicians who are divorced and remarried should be refused communion.!
But even in those situations, one suspects that the motivating issue is less divorce
itself than an attempt by conservative-leaning Roman Catholics to call into ques-
tion the moral standing of some politician with whom they disagree politically.?
On the Protestant side, publications address the pastoral issues of divorce and
remarriage. But one gets the feeling that the vast majority of Christians, Roman
Catholic as well as Protestant, though agreeing that divorce is regrettable and to
be avoided if possible, has come to accept for the most part the reality of divorce
and remarriage in contemporary society, religious as well as secular.?

Yet books and articles are still published on the ethics of divorce and remar-
riage from a Christian perspective. And when the topic of the ethics surround-
ing divorce and remarriage comes up among Christians—again including Roman
Catholics as well as Protestants—the Bible is almost always taken to play a lead-
ing role. Indeed, the rhetoric of “biblical foundationalism” regulatly recurs in
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24. See, e.g., Augustine, On the Good of Marriage 21(26).

25. It sometimes does happen. Tertullian, for example, cites both Christ and Paul.

though briefly, as examples to demonstrate the “preference for continence”(0),
Monogamy 3). Gregory of Nazianzus speaks of both Christ and Basil as persorlfl
examples of virginity as well as promoters of it (Panegyric on Basil 62). But ¢
though Jesus is used (rather oddly, sometimes) as a model, he seldom occur e
model for Christian celibacy among the “orthodox” fathers. o
26. Lecture 13.23; 4.24. Jesus is also offered as an example that Christians should fol
low the proper “order of things”: 3.14, :
27. On the Spirit (De spiritu sancto) 15.35.
28. Tertullian, On Fasting 8.
gg gee f?ugustine, De sancta virginitate,
. See, for example, Susanna Elm, “Virgins o g ; icism 1,
Antiquity (O)E'ford: Clarendon, 1995), 11];‘5;‘0{ e Matking of ocscion i Late
31. Tertullian, On Monogamy 5.
32. SecBrother Casimir, “Saint Gregory of Nyssa: PERI TELEIOTHTOS—On Per
ge;éion,” Greek Ovthodox Theological Review 29 (1984): 349-79; esp. 354~55—
33. Forjust one example, see Tertullian, De sancta virginitate. Interestingly in this do¢-
ument, given our attention to the way Christ’s celibacy is used or not used as a
model for Christian behavior, Tertullian treats Christs virginity as basically the
only one of his traits that all Christians do #ef imitate! Tertullian makes an in‘i,por—
tant exception to a general imitatio Christi with regard to celibacy: see 27-28, For
Origen, sce references in John Ernest Leonard Oulton and Henry Chadwick
;d:., j/ex‘ﬂﬂdrz'zz;zNC/yriszzagity: Selected Translations of Clement and Origen, wif/;
ntroditction and Notes, Librar risti i i fa:
et s ary of Christian Classics, vol. 2 (Philadelphia: West-
34, In I‘\/Iarlf heis just a man; in Matthew 19:20, he is said to be young; in Luke 18:18
he is said to be a ruler; only Mark has the part about Jesus loving him, The “.ric};
young ruler” is a conflation of all of them.
35. zénj thus, as pointed out above, the remarkable popularity of Brown’s Da Vinei
ode.
36. The Hebrew word for “feet” was also a euphemism for “genitals,”
37. Foraclear and brief introduction to “nonfoundationalism” and its relation to the-
ology, se¢ John E. Thiel, Nonfoundationalism {Minneapolis: Fortress, 1994) and

the introduction in this volume.
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L. Rod'ne){ Clapp notes that the church may be called “che last great stronghold of
fam{l)r idolatry”; see Families at the Crossroads: Beyond Traditional and Modern
Optzqm (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1993), 12; sec also Janet Fishburn, Con-
ﬁ'm.ztmg the Idolatry of Family: A New Vision for the Household of God (Nasilville'

Abmgfion, 1991), esp. 107. The idolatry of the family can be seen by a carefui

analysl§ of one study thatargues that “the healthy family as we know ic today would

not exist but for the profound influence of religion, especially Christianity,
through the ages” (Anthony J. Guetta, Family Matters: The Role of Christianity in)
the Formation of the Western Family [St. Paul: Paragon House, 2002], xi). Guerra
states that the most important factor promoting the “healthy famil)’/” is.reli ion

(Xxgxxiii). He also insists that no one religion “has a monopoly” on the ValugcE he

a?mbutes to religion in general to promote and protect “family values” (xii-xiii)

Since there is no belief or doctrine that a// “religions” hold in common (not ever;

monotheism or the belief in “God” at all), the only thing all “religions” must hold
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in common (in Guertd’s construction) is the promotion of the family. But that is
what Guerra is highlighting as the fundamental value of Christianity. Unwittingly
perhaps, Guerra has substituted “family values” for all other doctrines, beliefs, and
practices as the central aspect of Christianity of any importance. The theological
word for that is “idolatry.” (Incidentally, the “healthy family” for Guerra is only
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ried, and their immediate children; see xii—xiii, xiv, xvi, xvii.)

2. See Kathy Rudy, Sex and the Church: Gender, Homosexuality, and the Transforma-
tion of Christian Ethics (Boston: Beacon, 1997), 119,

3. On the novelty and eberration of the 1950s ideal family when compared to most
of human history and most cultures, see Stephaniec Coontz, The Way We Never
Were: American Families and the Nostalgia Trap (New York: Basic Books, 1992),
25-29.

4, Byron R. McCane, “‘Let the Dead Bury Their Own Dead’: Secondary Burial and
Matt. 8:21-22,” Harvard Theological Review 83 (1990): 31-43.

5. T. W. Manson, The Sayings of Jesus (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1957),
131; Frangois Bovon, L’Eungile selon Saint Luc (9,51-14,35) (Geneva: Labor et
Fides, 1996), 471.
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7. Elizabeth A, Clark, Reading Renunciation: Asceticism and Seripture in Early Chris-
tianity (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1999), 242-50.

8. Or that of Thomas in the precise sense. Thomas has a man excuse himselfin order
to arrange the wedding of someone else (Gospel of Thomas 64).

9. Francois Bovon, Luke: A Commentary on the Gospel of Luke 1:1-9:50 (Min-
neapolis: Fortress, 2002}, 1:114.

10. T take it that Barnabas is not married because no wife or family is ever mentioned
for him; he travels around with Paul, likewise unmarried, without a family;
and he is mentioned in this capacity by Paul in 1 Cor. 9:6. Though the precise
verse in which Barnabas is mentioned refers to working for a living rather than
living off contributions from the churches, the context also includes “traveling
around with a sister-wife” as had Peter and other apostles. I take it that Paul then
includes Barnabas with himself as someone who has not taken advantage of that
“right.”

11 Cogmmentators generally note that Barnabas serves asa positive example and Ana-
nias and Sapphira as negative examples of the communalism expected of early
Christians in Acts. See, e.g., C. K. Barrett, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary
on the Acts of the Apostles (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1994), 2:257-271; Joseph
A. Fitzmyer, The Acts of the Apostles (New York: Doubleday, 1964), 315.

12. They arent “normal” for several reasons. They have no children, nor a “stable”
household, but rather are themselves fairly itinerant; Prisca (or Priscilla, as in
Acts) is often mentioned first, implying higher status for her, at least for the
authos, than her husband; their “household” is permeable enough to include Paul
in it at times. Paul moves in with them, works with them, and relocates with
them. Their relationship, in any case, cannot be made into a “nuclear family,” and
neither does it look like the traditional extended family of antiquity.

13. For the activities of Satan in Luke-Acts, see Susan R. Garrett, The Demise of the
Devil: Magic and the Demonic in Lukes Writings {Minneapolis: Fortress, 1989).

14. The “togetherness” of Ananias and Sapphira “violated the togetherness of the Chris-
tian community” (Ben Witherington I11, The Acts of the Apostles: A Socio-Rhetorical
Commentary [Grand Rapids: Win. B. Eerdmans, 1998], 218). Ananias and Sapphira
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