
Chapter 6: Sexuality 

'Thus sex remains a profound and baffling enigma of personal existence, the 
mystery of which can never be dispelled by excogitation - and certainly not by 
studying what is now both popularly and scientifically called "sex".'  
 ~D. S. Bailey1

 
 
Children have a remarkable aptitude for pointing out those areas in which we do 

not know as much as we think we do. 'Daddy, what is a "boy"?' How exactly should I 
respond to my four-year old daughter? Had she asked me more generically whether I 
knew what the term 'boy' meant, I would have confidently asserted that I did. This 
question, however, asks for a specific definition of 'boy' and reveals more ambiguity in 
my understanding than I might have realized at first. What does it mean to be 'boy'? 
Should I offer a biological answer to the question (ignoring the fact that she's only four 
and would have a hard time understanding what chromosomes and hormones have to do 
with being a boy)? Maybe it would be better to go with a more behavioral answer, 
focusing on the stereotypical behaviors we often use to distinguish boys from girls 
(which, according daughter, mostly involves the boys getting in trouble a lot). Or, maybe 
I should just stick with the purely superficial issues of appearance (dress, hair style, etc.) 
that my daughter seems most concerned about. (She was particularly concerned that 
getting her hair cut would turn her into a boy.) Each of these demonstrates that my earlier 
confidence in my ability to define 'boy' was rather naïve. As we move through this 
chapter and reflect more deeply on what terms like 'male', 'female', 'gender', and 
'sexuality' mean when applied to human persons, we will come to realize that these are 
complex terms that involve more than their face value might suggest. We think we know 
what they mean until someone asks us to define them. And the more that we reflect upon 
them, the more we realize that the mystery of the human person lurks behind such terms 
in ways that we can only strive to understand. 

That human sexuality is an important issue for understanding humanity should 
come as no great surprise. Indeed, in many ways, sexuality is an unavoidable 
anthropological reality. Humans are born as 'sexed' beings and spend much of their lives 
understanding precisely what this means. As Robert Jewett affirms, 

 
Sexuality permeates one's individual being to its very depth; it conditions 
every facet of one's life as a person. As the self is always aware of itself as 
an 'I', so this 'I' is always aware of itself as himself or herself. Our self-
knowledge is indissolubly bound up not simply with our human being but 
with our sexual being. At the human level there is no 'I and thou' per se, 
but only the 'I' who is male or female confronting the 'thou', the 'other', 
who is also male and female.2

 

                                                 
1 Derrick Sherwin Bailey, Sexual Relation in Christian Thought (New York,: Harper, 1959), pp. 

280-81. 
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Who we are as human persons, then, is intimately connected to and inseparable from who 
we are as sexual beings. Consequently, understanding what it means to be a 'sexual' being 
is an unavoidable task for theological anthropology. 

At the same time, human sexuality stands at the core of some of today's most 
heated debates in society and the church. Indeed, 'few contemporary issues generate as 
much heat and conflict in society, and within the church, as those having to do with 
human sexuality'.3 Debates about homosexuality, marriage, male/female differences, the 
roles of men and women in church leadership, and many other issues related to sexual 
morality, identity, and behavior, all swirl around human sexuality.  

At the core of each of these debates stand certain ideas about what it means to be 
human, what it means to be a sexual being, and how we should live our lives as sexual 
human beings in community with one another. Each of these issues has strong proponents 
on every side contending that theirs is the most adequate way of understanding how 
human sexuality should function in society. Unfortunately, however, these debates 
seldom address a more fundamental set of questions. What is human sexuality? How does 
sexuality inform and impact what it means to be human? And, vitally, what is the 
theological significance of human sexuality? Instead, people on all sides of each debate 
tend to assume that 'male' and 'female' are known realities. For such thinkers, the 
challenging question is how we understand the relationship between male and female in 
society and the church. But, how can we make any progress in understanding the proper 
relation and function of human sexuality without first wrestling with what sexuality is 
and how it is related to being human? Lacking an answer to this question, we address 
issues of sexual morality and behavior on the basis of implicit, pre-reflective ideas about 
the nature of human sexuality, ideas which guide and influence our conclusions and 
positions without themselves becoming the objects of critical consideration. Our task in 
this chapter, then, will be to raise some of the issues and questions that need to be 
addressed if we are going to begin developing an explicit and theologically informed 
understanding of what it means to affirm that human persons are sexual beings.4  
 
What is 'Gender'? 

 
I imagine that when I was born, the doctor declared to my parents, 'It's a boy!' But 

what exactly has the doctor done in declaring me to be a 'boy'? What kind of a statement 
is this? From one perspective, the doctor has made a purely scientific observation about 
the nature of my sexual anatomy. Having the external genitalia of a male human, the 
doctor observes that I am, in fact, a boy. If this is all that the doctor is doing, though, why 
is it that sexuality is always the first thing that doctors comment on? Surely, the sexual 
genitalia are not the most notable features of a newborn child. The doctor could have 
made equally objective observations about the size of my head or the tone of my skin. 

                                                 
3 Judith K. Balswick and Jack O. Balswick, Authentic Human Sexuality: An Integrated Christian 

Approach, 2nd ed. (Downers Grove, IL: IVP, 2008), p. 13. 
4 Since this chapter will focus primarily on understanding the nature of human sexuality, the 

limitations of space will prevent us from also exploring the pressing practical questions that arise as we live 
our sexuality in the world. This is unfortunate if it causes us to think that we can understand sexuality in 
abstraction from these daily realities. What we have in this chapter is just the beginning of a discussion on 
human sexuality, the continuation of which would require a more direct engagement with these practical 
issues. 



The doctor notes my sexuality, however, because she is doing more than simply making 
an objective assessment of a newborn body. At the same time she is also performing a 
cultural act. She has named me as 'boy', not just a human, but one who belongs to a 
particular category of human and who will now receive the treatment, expectations, and 
benefits/detriments typically associated with those in that group. 

As we reflect, then, on what the doctor has done in declaring my gender, we run 
into a number of important questions. To what extent is human sexuality determined by 
purely biological considerations? What role does society and culture play in forming the 
meaning of terms like 'boy' and 'girl'? How significant is gender for understanding what it 
means to be human? All of these questions must be engaged to some extent in our pursuit 
of a theological understanding of gender. As we move through this chapter, we will begin 
to understand that human sexuality is a complex reality that can only be understood once 
a variety of factors are accounted for. Most importantly, we will see that human sexuality 
is constituted partly by biological factors and partly by cultural factors, but that it is 
ultimately grounded in theological factors. The first two of those issues, the biological 
and cultural, will be the focus of this section.  
 
a. Androgyny and 'Ideal' Humanity 
 

Humans are sexual creatures. While we might not understand exactly what that 
means, there seems little doubt that humanity as we experience it is sexed. Indeed, in our 
modern culture, it is difficult to go anywhere without being confronted by the sexuality of 
the human race. It might come as a bit of a surprise, then, to discover that many have 
argued that sexuality is not a fundamental aspect of human nature. Instead, they contend 
that sexuality is, at best, a superficial characteristic of a more fundamental humanity that 
is shared by all human persons. I am first and foremost, from this perspective, a human 
being. The fact that I am also 'male' is, at best, a secondary characteristic that shapes 
human identity, or, at worst, a consequence of sin from which I hope to escape someday. 
Either way, sexuality is not fundamental to human nature.  

According to one of the oldest ways of understanding humanity, there is an 
essential human nature that underlies gender and gender differences—a true 'asexual' 
humanity that is more fundamental than 'male' or 'female' humanity.5 Understanding true 
humanity, then, requires that we look beyond the sexual polarity of humanity as we now 
see it and seek out unity the unity of our common humanity. Indeed, for many thinkers in 
this tradition, our sexual polarity is not just a secondary and more superficial 
characteristic, but it is actually a result of sin and should not factor into our understanding 
of true humanity in any way.  

                                                 
5 This tradition is well represented in Greek mythology. For example, Aristophanes tells a story of 

human creation in which humans were originally created as androgynous beings—i.e., possessing the 
characteristics of both men and women. Only after humans warred against the gods were they divided into 
two distinct sexes. A similar account is found in the story of Pandora. Here, the original humans were all 
male and lived in an idyllic state without the tensions produced by desire for beings of another sex. As a 
punishment for Prometheus' theft and distribution of fire, however, women were created and gender 
diversity was introduced to the world. 



Some see support for this basic androgyny in the creation narratives. On this 
reading, God originally created true humanity as the genderless 'adam' (Gen 2:7)6 and 
only subsequently separates the 'adam' into male and female (Gen 2:21-22).7 This sexual 
bifurcation, however, is not a merely neutral act but is actually a 'consequence' of sin.8 
Though temporally prior to the fall, God created sexuality in anticipation of humanity's 
fall and the need to provide a mechanism for human reproduction in its fallen state.9 
Others look to Jesus' description of the resurrection as support for their position, 'At the 
resurrection people will neither marry nor be given in marriage; they will be like the 
angels in heaven' (Mt 22:30). The argument here seems to run along two trajectories. 
First, the assumption is often made that since (a) there is no marriage in heaven, (b) 
marriage is primarily about sexual reproduction, and (c) sexual reproduction requires 
sexual diversification, then (d) there will be no gender diversification in heaven. In 
heaven we will return to the androgynous ideal of our original state. The second 
argument has to do with the reference to the angels. Since angels are asexual beings, the 
fact that Jesus says we will be like the angels means that we too will be asexual in our 
eschatological state. 

This way of construing human nature, however, is fundamentally flawed for a 
number of reasons. First, the appeal to androgyny in the biblical texts is unconvincing at 
best. The creation narratives simply do not indicate that human sexuality is a result of the 
fall. Indeed, the narratives explicitly indicate otherwise. It is difficult to escape the 
conclusion that the only reason for reading the creation narratives in this way is a prior 
determination that human sexuality is a necessary evil. The argument from Jesus' 
statement about the resurrection is similarly unconvincing. Jesus statement about the 
resurrection is not about gender and sexuality, but about marriage. His point is rather 
simple: you do not need to worry about who you will be married to in heaven, because 
human relationships will not be based on marriage in heaven. A little later we will see 
that there are good theological reasons for this temporal limitation on marriage. A 
second, and related, point is that the comparison with angels does not refer to the 
ostensibly asexual nature of the angels. Instead, Jesus' point is that the angels do not 
marry, and neither will we. And, third, the argument assumes that the exclusive function 
of gender is to facilitate sexual reproduction. If human sexuality has a broader purpose 
than reproduction alone, however, then it is entirely possible that it might continue in the 
eschatological state even if sexual reproduction is not a part of the eschaton.  

In addition to these exegetical problems, androgyny should be criticized to the 
extent that it posits an abstract human nature, a substratum of humanness, that underlies 
our merely superficial sexuality. Regardless of what one thinks about abstract natures, 
this approach neglects the fact that humanity as we have it is always already gendered. 
There are no abstract, androgynous humans—only sexual ones.  

                                                 
6 Although the text refers to 'male and female' right away, this reference serves to declare that all 

human persons, who are now sexually differentiated, share in this common human essence that regardless 
of their sexuality. 

7 Gregory of Nyssa, On the Making of Man, 16. 
8 Nikolai Berdyaev, The Destiny of Man, trans. Natalie Duddington (Westport, Ct.: Hyperion 
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9 Gregory of Nyssa, On the Making of Man, 17.2; cf. also Panayiotis Nellas, Deification in Christ: 

The Nature of the Human Person (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir's Seminary Press, 1987), pp. 47ff. 



This concern leads to another. By emphasizing an abstract human nature, this 
approach can only lead to an implicit neglect of human embodiment. To the extent that 
we emphasize an androgynous ideal, we necessarily marginalize embodiment and its 
significance for understanding human persons. Yet marginalizing sexuality is something 
that we simply cannot do. Most psychologists recognize that sexuality is fundamental for 
understanding humanity and human identity, something demonstrated by the fact that all 
cultures make some distinction between the sexes.10 Additionally, a theology that is 
informed by the incarnation and the resurrection cannot afford to neglect the importance 
of human embodiment. Jesus did not come to us as the incarnation of an abstract human 
nature; he came as a sexual human being. And although we have little information about 
the particulars of Jesus' resurrection body, or our own, we also have no reason to think 
that our resurrection bodies will not be gendered. There is no indication that Jesus was no 
longer a male human after his resurrection, something that certainly would have 
warranted some comment in the narratives. Thus, if our theological anthropology 'is 
rooted in reflection on the person of Jesus Christ', there is no room for denigration of the 
human body.11  

Finally, we should recognize that despite the affirmation of an androgynous ideal 
that is neither male nor female, androgyny has historically taken some concept of the 
'male' as normative for true humanity. Thus, rather than presenting a genderless ideal, the 
androgynous approach often expresses the characteristics associated with the ideal male 
in a given society. Thus, as Simone de Beauvoir commented, 'man is defined as a human 
being and a woman as a female – whenever she behaves as a human being she is said to 
imitate the male'.12 This approach has gone so far as to view the female as a faulty 
expression of the true, male ideal.13 More often, this sublimation of the female is 
unintentional, but the effect remains very real.  

Drawing on of these arguments, theologians conclude that sexuality 'goes down to 
the very roots of our personal existence'14 penetrating 'to the core of human existence and 
personhood'.15 Sexuality cannot be set aside as a superficial characteristic of a more 
fundamental human nature, but is itself a basic aspect of human existence. Unless 
significantly reformulated, then, androgyny fails to satisfy any anthropology that seeks to 
take seriously the reality of human embodiment—as informed by the doctrines of 
creation, incarnation, and resurrection—and the fundamental significance of human 
sexuality.  
 
b. Biology and the 'Essential' Nature of Gender 

                                                 
10 Alice H. Eagly, Anne E. Beall, and Robert J. Sternberg, 'Introduction', in Alice H. Eagly, Anne 

E. Beall, and Robert J. Sternberg (eds.), The Psychology of Gender (New York: Guilford, 2004), pp. 1-8 
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11 World Council of Churches, Christian Perspectives on Theological Anthropology: A Faith and 
Order Study Document (Geneva: World Council of Churches, 2005), p. 37. 

12 Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex, trans. H. M. Parshley (Franklin Center, Pa.: Franklin 
Library, 1953), p. 83. The original quote was directed specifically at psychoanalysis, but it applies more 
broadly to many supporters of androgyny.  

13 Aristotle, On the Generation of Animals, 2.3; cf. also Aquinas, Summa Theologica I.q92.a1. 
14 Emil Brunner, Man in Revolt: A Christian Anthropology (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1947), p. 

345. 
15 Stanley J. Grenz, The Social God and the Relational Self: A Trinitarian Theology of the Imago 

Dei (Philadelphia: Westminster, 2001), p. 277. 



 
A more common way of understanding human sexuality, is to see it as something 

that is a biological 'given'. Being male or female results from the genetic coding with 
which a person is born. Researchers have identified at least six different biological factors 
that have a bearing on one's sexuality:16  

 
• chromosomal sex: the chromosomes that are determined by one's genetic 

constitution; 
• gonadal sex: whether a person develops either testes or ovaries in utero;  
• fetal hormonal sex: the relative amounts of estrogen and testosterone 

produced in utero; 
• internal organ sex: the kinds of internal and external organs that the fetus 

develops; 
• pubertal hormonal sex: the relative amounts of testosterone and estrogen 

produced by the person at puberty.  
 
Each stage of development, and the corresponding biological influences, produces a 
different result in the developing human person leading to significant differences between 
men and women—e.g., size, body shape, and sexual organs. Beyond these basic 
biological considerations, a number of recent studies have also argued that biology plays 
a prominent role in the development of psychological traits associated with gender 
development. Several have demonstrated the significance of hormonal levels at key 
points in the development of psychological attributes, personality differences, behavior, 
and even occupational choices.17 Many thus conclude that 'infants enter the world with 
some predispositions to 'masculinity' and 'femininity', and these predispositions appear to 
result largely from hormones to which they were exposed before birth.'18  

This approach has two basic consequences. First, gender comes to be understood 
as an essential aspect of human nature, and is, therefore, necessary for understanding true 
humanity. Human persons are always sexual beings, so there is no more fundamental, 
asexual human nature that we need to seek in our pursuit to understand humanity. 
Second, since gender bifurcation is a natural and necessary feature of the human world, 
the gender differences that arise as a result of this sexual differentiation (or, at least, most 
of them) are also natural features of the world. Men are generally bigger, stronger, and 
more aggressive than women, and this stems naturally from humanity's biological 
essence.  

Gender essentialists marshal a number of important arguments in favor of their 
position. Most significantly, they typically cite a slew of studies that support the idea that 
there are fundamental differences between men and women: biological, psychological, 
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Tell Us About Masculinity (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity, 2002), pp. 73-76. 
17 E.g., Elizabeth Hampson and Scott D. Moffat, 'The Psychobiology of Gender: Cognitive Effects 

of Reproductive Hormones in the Adult Nervous System', in Alice H. Eagly, Anne E. Beall, and Robert J. 
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18 Hines, 'Androgen, Estrogen, and Gender', p. 10. 



emotional, social, etc.19 Not only do these studies suggest that there are consistent 
differences between men and women, but that at least some of these differences transcend 
temporal and cultural differences.20 To the extent that this is true, gender essentialists 
argue that we can be confident that human sexuality and the corresponding differences 
are natural and essential aspects of being human. 

In addition to the scientific data, gender essentialists often appeal to the Bible in 
support of their position. Since God created humans as male and female, they argue, 
gender must be an essential and natural part of human nature. The intrinsic differences 
that exist between men and women, then, are also expressions of God's creational 
purposes and any attempt to 'blur the lines' between male and female should be viewed as 
an irresponsible attempt to do away with divinely ordained distinctions.21

Gender essentialism has its problems, however. Most importantly, as we will see 
in the next section, cultural and environmental influences plays a much stronger role in 
determining gender differences and how we interpret them than essentialists typically 
acknowledge. Although we must account for the scientific and theological arguments in 
favor of essentialism and these will press us to acknowledges ways in which at least some 
differences are essentially rooted in biology, we will see in the next section that much of 
what we think of as gender is less natural and essential than the essentialists would have 
us believe.  

As with the androgynous approach, we must also question whether gender 
essentialism has really led to us true humanity, or whether it has allowed its 
understanding of essential maleness and femaleness to be determined by its own cultural 
location. Indeed, studies of the 'essential' male and the 'essential' female in various 
contexts indicates that these concepts are strongly influenced by cultural conceptions of 
male and female. Is it not possible, indeed even likely, that the very studies utilized by 
gender essentialists to support their conclusions are themselves influenced by their 
culture's understanding of sexuality? The very questions that such studies ask and the 
issues they explore are often driven by underlying cultural presuppositions that 
necessarily color their outcomes. And, of course, the interpretation of that data is also 
open to the shaping influence of these cultural concepts. So, we must be on guard against 
the possibility that what such research has found to be the 'natural' expression of true 
human sexuality, is in fact a projection of a particular cultural ideal.  

                                                 
19 E.g., Anne Moir and David Jessel, Brain Sex: The Real Difference between Men and Women, 
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Biology of Male-Female Differences (New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction, 2002). Another key line of 
argument not typically cited by theologically inclined essentialists is that of evolutionary psychology, 
which contends that gender differences are rooted in evolutionary adaptions that have accrued over the 
millennia (see Douglas T. Kenrick, Melanie R. Trost, and Jill M. Sundie, 'Sex Roles as Adaptations: An 
Evolutionary Perspective on Gender Differences and Similarities', in Alice H. Eagly, Anne E. Beall, and 
Robert J. Sternberg (eds.), The Psychology of Gender (New York: Guilford, 2004), pp. 65-91). The 
argument that evolutionary psychology can account for specific differences, however, is highly debated 
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20 See especially the studies in Richard A. Lippa, Gender, Nature, and Nurture, 2nd ed. (Mahwah, 
N.J.: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 2005).  

21 E.g., Wayne A. Grudem, Systematic Theology: An Introduction to Biblical Doctrine (Grand 
Rapids: Zondervan, 1994), pp. 459ff. 



We must also question their conclusion that humanity's creation as male and 
female supports gender essentialism. Or, at least, we must question whether it supports 
the kind of gender essentialism they usually have in mind. We certainly should affirm 
that according to the biblical narratives, God created human persons as sexualized beings. 
Human sexuality, then, is a natural and essential aspect of humanity. This does not mean, 
however, that any particular expression of, or interpretation of, human sexuality must be 
viewed as natural and essential as well. We must be ever mindful of our sinful proclivity 
for idealizing our preferences and experiences as expressions of something necessary and 
essential about humanity. And, as we discussed in the previous chapter, the current sinful 
state of humanity should caution us about moving too quickly from the 'is' discovered by 
empirical research to the 'ought' of human nature and existence.  
 
c. Culture and the 'Shaping' of Gender 
 

By the latter part of the twentieth century the essentialist approach to 
understanding gender was coming under increasing criticism as researchers began to 
appreciate the role that socio-cultural context plays in the development of gender. 'A 
consensus was emerging that gender does not comprise core traits of the individual but 
rather it is a social construction manufactured and sustained by stereotypical beliefs and 
social settings ….Stated simply, gender is something that is done to us by society, not 
something we are born with.'22 As Simone de Beavoir famously declared, 'One is not 
born, but rather becomes, a woman.'23

Operating from this perspective, many began making a distinction between 'sex'—
one's biological sex as determined by things like chromosomes, internal and external 
genitalia, etc.—and 'gender'—the social performance of cultural expectations associated 
with each sex.24 One's sex came to be viewed as the biological foundation upon which a 
particular cultural understanding of gender was constructed—biology provides the 'what' 
of sexuality and culture provides the 'how'. This approach has been labeled 'the coat-rack 
view' of gender, because it portrays our sexed bodies as 'the site upon which gender is 
constructed'.25 'According to this interpretation, all humans are either male or female; 
their sex is fixed. But cultures interpret sexed bodies differently and project different 
norms on those bodies thereby creating feminine and masculine persons.'26 We can call 
this the weak-constructivist approach to sexuality as it seeks to affirm the truths of 
essentialism while recognizing the importance of cultural factors in gender development.  

Other researches, however, are dissatisfied with this partial approach. These 
strong-constructivists contend that the biological and cultural aspects of one's sexuality 
cannot be so neatly bifurcated and that there is no biological 'foundation' for sexuality 
that lies beyond the reach of linguistic and cultural influences. 'They do not regard sex, 

                                                 
22 Lippa, Gender, Nature, and Nurture, p. 68. 
23 Beauvoir, The Second Sex, p. 18. 
24 The term 'gender' was originally used to refer solely to masculine and feminine words. It was 

only in the 1960s that it was used in conjunction with 'sex' as a way of distinguishing biological and 
cultural influences in human sexuality.  

25 L. Nicholson, 'Interpreting Gender', Signs 20 (1994), pp. 79-105 (81). 
26 Mari Mikkola, 'Feminist Perspectives on Sex and Gender', in Edward N. Zalta (ed.), Stanford 
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biology, and bodies as prediscursive "givens."…What are taken as biological facts are 
actually situated understandings lodged within webs of assumptions that shift from one 
cultural setting to another, from one epoch to another, and perhaps from one subgroup to 
another within the same culture'.27 Consequently, they question whether we can even talk 
about an 'objectively' given biological sex. 

On the surface, the claim that biological sex is entirely socially constructed seems 
absurd. Even if we affirm that certain aspects of what it means for me to be 'male' in my 
society are socially determined, isn't it simply obvious that I am biologically male? 
Certainly this must be an objectively given reality. If we probe the question a little 
further, however, we will see that the 'givenness' of biological sex is not as obvious as it 
might first appear. For one thing, we should realize that even those aspects of gender that 
seem most clearly driven by biological considerations are more socially and 
environmentally influenced than we realize. For example, a number of studies have 
argued that the differences in size of the corpus callosum in men and women account for 
several behavioral and psychological differences.28 To many, this is a clear example of a 
gender difference that is rooted in biology. However, even if such differences exist, it 
remains to be established that this difference is entirely biological. The structures of the 
brain are highly sensitive to environmental inputs. Our brains are malleable; they are 
actually shaped by our experiences. So, even if the corpus callosum differs in men and 
women, it remains entirely possible that the differences result different environmental 
stimuli—particularly differential treatment stemming from gender stereotypes.29 This 
possibility becomes even more likely when we consider that these differences have been 
found exclusively in adult brains; similar differences have not yet been established in 
infants. This would suggest that such differences develop in response to environmental 
stimuli. So, what looked at first like a straightforward biological difference is actually 
open to cultural construction in important ways. Similar possibilities arise when we 
consider studies on hormone levels and corresponding behavioral and psychological 
differences. Environmental factors can act in many ways to 'accentuate or act to mitigate 
the differences induced by hormones'.30  Thus, even those arguing that hormones play a 
prominent role in the development of gender characteristics, acknowledge that they are 
not solely determinative and that we need to be aware of non-biological influences.31  

Strong constructivists will often argue that the very bifurcation of sexuality into 
two genders is itself a cultural construct. Consider the famous case of Olympic athlete 
Maria Patiño. For many years, it was a common practice to test female athletes in order to 
verify that they were in fact women. In 1985, Maria Patiño underwent this testing. 
Although she had female genitalia and had always understood herself to be female—as 
had her family, friends, and fiancée—she was surprised to discover that she was, in fact, 
a male. Or, at least, it was discovered that she had XY chromosomes instead of the 
female-typical XX chromosomes. Since that was the standard used by the athletic 
commission to determine one's sex, she was determined to be a male and excluded from 

                                                 
27 Marecek, Crawford, and Popp, 'On the Construction of Gender', p. 201. 
28 See Christine Gorman and J. Madeleine Nash, 'Sizing up the Sexes', Time 139.3 (1992), p. 42. 
29 See esp. Anne Fausto-Sterling, Sexing the Body: Gender Politics and the Construction of 

Sexuality (New York: Basic Books, 2000). 
30 Hampson and Moffat, 'The Psychobiology of Gender', p. 59. 
31 Van Leeuwen, My Brother's Keeper, pp. 79ff.  



competition. This condition, known as complete androgen insensitivity, prevents a 
person's body from processing testosterone. Thus, although her body produced 
testosterone like a typical male, her body could not process it. As a result, her body 
developed in more female-typical ways.32 And, people with this condition are not alone 
in their gender ambiguity. Other conditions like congenital adrenal hyperplasia and 
reductase deficiency lead to similar gender ambiguity.33 Thus, while it is certainly the 
case that most cultures think about gender in binary, male-female terms,34 some cultures 
acknowledge a sub-group that does not fit neatly into this schema.35  Strong 
constructivists conclude form this that we should be careful about a simplistic reification 
of our binary gender schemas.36  

From data such as this, strong constructivists argue that our bodies are not the 
'given' in this equation. Instead, 'our sexed bodies are themselves discursively 
constructed: they are the way they are, at least to a substantial extent, because of what is 
attributed to sexed bodies and how they are classified.'37 Gender is not an essential, 
biological reality given at birth; instead it is a role (or set of roles) that one learns to 
'perform' in a particular social setting. Rather than 'being' a particular gender, we should 
talk about 'doing gender' in particular ways.38 This does not mean that gender differences 
are completely unrelated to biological differences. Given the many studies that strongly 
support the biological roots of gender, such a position would clearly be untenable. Rather, 
the constructivists want us to realize that neither sex nor gender are created in a 
biological vacuum. Instead, biology and culture work together both to shape our bodies 
themselves and to mold our experiences and interpretations of them. Thus, biology does 
influence gender, but it does so as something that is always-already shaped by culture. 

Nonetheless, we can question whether a thoroughgoing constructivism can 
provide an adequate basis from which to understand human sexuality. Although a 
carefully nuanced constructivist position might acknowledge the importance of both 
biology and culture in the shaping one's sexuality, the rhetoric of strong constructivism 
often suggests otherwise. Thus, for Judith Butler, the idea that sexuality has any essential 
biological foundation is merely illusory.39 Sex and gender are both social constructions 
all the way down. Such an approach, however, cannot but fail to appreciate the valid 
insights of the essentialist perspective.  

We should also note that there is at least one important flaw in the way that the 
constructivist argument is typically presented. It presumes that because biology can be 
culturally/environmentally influenced, then biology must be culturally/environmentally 
determined. Such a conclusion, however, is simply unwarranted. It remains entirely 
possible that at least some fundamental differences are grounded in biological realities, 

                                                 
32 This condition occurs in approximately .005% of the population, or nearly 340,000 people. 
33 See Lippa, Gender, Nature, and Nurture, pp. 122ff. 
34 Eagly, Beall, and Sternberg, 'Introduction', p. 1. 
35 E.g., the 'Two-Spirit' people among some Native Americans, the Hijra in India and Pakistan, the 

Kathoey in Thailand, and the 'transgendered' in modern western society.  
36 Heather Looy and Hessel III Bouma, 'The Nature of Gender: Gender Identity in Persons Who 

Are Intersexed or Transgendered', Journal of Psychology and Theology 33.3 (2005), pp. 166-78 (166).  
37 Mikkola, 'Feminist Perspectives on Sex and Gender'  
38 Van Leeuwen, My Brother's Keeper, p. 25.  
39 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (New York: Routledge, 

1999). 



which then influence and are influenced by socio-cultural factors. In other words, if the 
relationship between biology and culture in the production of gender is best understood 
as spiral in which each continually influences the other, it remains entirely possible that 
the spiral begins with biological considerations.  

A third critique can be raised about the constructivist understanding of what it 
means to be human. Unlike androgyny, which viewed sexuality as a secondary addition 
to a more fundamental humanity, constructivism contends that there is no fundamental 
humanity. Human persons are socially constructed all the way through; even the most 
'objective' aspect of ourselves, our bodies, are social events. There is no 'truth' of what it 
means to be human; there are only culturally particular performances of humanity. As we 
discussed in the previous chapter, however, the fact that humans are made in the image of 
God points to a truth about human persons in relationship to God that goes beyond 
human social construction.40

 
d. Toward an Understanding of Gender 
 

Each of these different approaches to gender provides a helpful perspective on 
human sexuality. Androgyny serves to direct our attention to that which men and women 
have in common, rather than continuously emphasizing the ways in which they differ. 
That men and women differ is virtually undisputed today.41 It is all too easy, however, to 
overstate the significance of these differences. People talk easily about men and women 
as 'opposite sexes', having such fundamental differences that we can view them as 
coming from different planets.42 Yet, as many researchers have pointed out, the 
similarities between men and women vastly outweigh the differences. As Dorothy Sayers 
aptly argued, 

 
The first thing that strikes the careless observer is that women are unlike 
men. They are the 'opposite sex'—(though why 'opposite' I do not know; 
what is the 'neighbouring sex'?). But the fundamental thing is that women 
are more like men than anything else in the world. They are human beings. 
Vir is male and Femina is female: but Homo is male and female.43

 
Indeed, even those statistical differences that do exist typically show more variability 
within the genders than between them.44 Rather than talk about 'opposite sexes', then, 
most researchers now prefer to think of gender differences and similarities as existing on 
a continuum where various individuals may incline toward one polarity or the other, 
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rather than as 'a dichotomous arrangement whereby the groups are either similar or 
different.'45 For example, we typically think of things like dominance and aggressiveness 
as specifically male characteristics. And, indeed, there is some evidence to suggest that 
male-typical levels of testosterone contribute to aggressive behavior.46 Nonetheless, 
would anyone really want to argue that women cannot be aggressive or act dominantly? 
Of course not. Many women behave in just this way. When they do so, however, we 
often say that they are acting 'like a man'. Why is that? Even if the characteristic occurs 
more frequently in men than in women, why treat it as an exclusively masculine 
characteristic if we have just agreed that it is often a characteristic of female behavior as 
well? Why not say that it is a human characteristic that is embodied in varying degrees by 
different people? Similar questions could be raised about so-called feminine 
characteristics like being compassionate or nurturing. Thus, many conclude that we 
should be very careful about assigning specific characteristics to particular genders. 
Instead, they contend that it would be better to speak of 'gender associated asymmetries', 
than gender 'differences',47 and to focus on fostering the development of positive 
attributes in all human persons regardless of the gender with which we normally associate 
those attributes. 

To this extent, androgyny offers a helpful corrective to the essentialist position 
and its tendency to overemphasize the differences between the genders. We need to be 
careful with this androgynous insight, however, if it begins to move in the direction of an 
amorphous, asexual human nature that denies the possibility of any essential differences. 
A better approach would strive to retain the insights of each perspective: men and women 
are importantly different, but exclusively identifying particular characteristics with one 
gender or the other may be unnecessary and unwise. Thus, James Nelson appeals to the 
image of a duet in which two distinct instruments come together to play a single tune:  

 
The image of the duet is significant, for while the harmonious blend is 
present there are still two instruments playing. Yet, when genuine artistry 
is present, one is less aware of the separateness and individuality of 
violinist and pianist than of the beautiful interplay between them.  
Likewise, the so-called masculine and feminine traits are not dissolved 
into undifferentiated unity in the self.  It is more accurate to speak of the 
internalization of polarities or the compresence of dualities.48

 
Drawing on biology, psychology, and theology, essentialists present a convincing 

case that sexuality is fundamental to human nature and identity, and is not simply some 
'extra' factor added onto a more fundamental human nature. Essentialism also points us 
toward the many ways in which sexuality is grounded in the biological givens of life. 
Despite our Enlightenment emphasis on the self-created and autonomous individual who 
can become anything he or she wants, essentialism forces us to realize that much of who 
we are results from the bodies with which we are born.  
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At the same time, we need to be careful with essentialist understandings of gender 
given the proclivity that we have for understanding our experiences and cultural 
perspectives of sexuality as universal norms about what it means to be male and female. 
Even if we affirm that sexuality is essential to human nature, we must be careful about 
thinking that we know what it means to be sexual. The sexual nature of the human person 
connects to the mystery of the human in many ways, as we will see in the next section. 
Consequently, the safest approach here may be to affirm a modest or chastened 
essentialism that acknowledges the fundamental nature of sexuality but declines to claim 
that it has fully grasped precisely what that means.  

Finally, constructivism, helps us realize that the 'givenness' of sexuality is not a 
biological reality alone. Instead, our sexuality is also given to us by the cultural context in 
which we develop as gendered beings. Indeed, constructivism presses us to consider the 
fact that even the apparently objective facts of biology are themselves influenced by 
cultural considerations. Our very bodies are shaped by this context, as well as the ways I 
which we experience and interpret our embodied selves. Thus, constructivism helps us 
realize that human sexuality is a far more complicated reality than we might first 
appreciate and that the obvious differences between men and women may not be as 
objectively real as they first appear. Indeed, it is the cultural variability of gender and its 
complex relationship to these variables that provides gender its flexibility, its ability to 
take on significantly different shapes in different contexts. 'It is this amazing 
plasticity…that discredits much of what has been said about the difference between men 
and women. Although it is still as true as ever that men and women are sexually different 
from birth, this difference is also a function of the roles assigned to the sexes in a given 
society and culture.'49  

A thoroughgoing constructivism that depicts human sexuality as a social construct 
'all the way down', however, must be rejected. We have already discussed a number of 
reasons for thinking that human sexuality is more fundamental than such an approach 
would suggest. In the next section, we will explore a more explicitly theological 
perspective on sexuality that will also demonstrate that sexuality is an essential aspect of 
human existence.  

The gendered existence of human persons, then, is a complex reality that is 
difficult to capture in a simple definition. Biology and culture work together to produce 
gender in a complex spiral of mutual interaction—one's biology providing the genetic 
structure, but in turn being influenced by cultural perceptions and expectations. We can 
thus affirm both that 'that biology is a factor in shaping human identity' and that 'our 
social location plays an equally important role in the formation of our identity.'50 The 
complex interaction of these factors means that although there are differences between 
men and women, the precise nature of these differences defies simple explanation. Some 
of the data suggests that there is an 'innate' aspect to gender that results in certain 
gendered 'tendencies and predispositions',51 but it is seldom possible to identify 
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differences with their corresponding biological cause confidently. We should not be 
surprised by this. As one researcher points out, 'In a complex, interacting, dynamic, 
causal system..., is it ever possible to partition the causes of any particular gender-related 
behavior exclusively into one of two simple and mutually exclusive categories: nature or 
nurture? The answer...is, probably not'.52

Hopefully we have now developed a better understanding of the complex reality 
that is human sexuality and some of the biological and cultural factors that go into its 
development. Our study of gender must press on to consider another dimension of 
sexuality, however, before it is complete. If human sexuality is a fundamental aspect of 
human existence, and if human persons are basically theological beings who can only be 
understood in terms of their relationship to God (as argued in the previous chapter), then 
we must consider how human sexuality itself should be understood theologically. 

 
How should we think about gender theologically? 

 
We have not understood the human person fully until we have understood the 

human person theologically. That was one of the key insights of the previous chapter. 
What would a theological perspective on human sexuality look like? Although we cannot 
hope to develop a complete answer to that question here, we can explore some of the 
options and begin to get a sense for what the shape of such an answer might be. 

 
 

a. Options for thinking theologically about sexuality 
 
Sexuality as Procreation 
  

For some theologians, human sexuality is fundamentally about procreation and 
does not express something that is distinct to human persons. Thus, the declaration that 
God will create humanity as 'male and female' immediately precedes the command to 'be 
fruitful and multiply' (Gen 1:28). Sexuality serves to ground reproduction. And, since 
other animals are also commanded to reproduce (Gen 1:22), sexuality and reproduction 
are aspects of humanity that express our commonality with the rest of creation.  

As we saw earlier this reproductive focus has been prominent in androgynous 
approaches to humanity, with some theologians seeing it simply as God's way of dealing 
with the eventuality of sin. More commonly, theologians reject androgyny, but still see 
sexuality as fundamentally about procreation. Thus, for Augustine, 'The union…of male 
and female for the purpose of procreation is the natural good of marriage;'53 human 
sexuality is created for the express purpose of procreation.54 The Catholic Catechism 
takes a similar approach, arguing that God unites man and woman in marriage' in such a 
way that, by forming "one flesh", they can transmit human life'.55 From this perspective, 
then, human sexuality is a biological reality given primarily to enable human procreation.  
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Although this perspective helpfully points out that sexual reproduction is 
something that humans share in common with other animals, it fails to account for the 
fact that the creation narratives actually mark human sexuality as distinct in important 
ways. First, we should recognize that while both humans and other animals are 
commanded to 'be fruitful and multiply', only humans are explicitly said to be 'male and 
female'. This at least raises the question of whether the gendered nature of humanity 
indicates something that transcends mere biological reproduction. Thus, according to 
Stanley Grenz, 'The narrator does not appear to view sexuality as simply a biological 
phenomenon limited to procreation, which humans share with the animals. On the 
contrary…, by designating only humans as male and female, the narrator attributes 
sexuality solely to humankind.'56 This has suggested to many that even though we would 
not want to deny the connection between human sexuality and procreation, there may be 
an added dimension to human sexuality that transcends this merely biological 
perspective. Second, the connection between sexuality and the imago dei, which we will 
explore shortly, similarly presses us to look beyond the merely procreative function for 
our understanding of sexuality.    

Another problem with this procreative emphasis is that identifying sexuality and 
procreation in this way implies either that many people are not fully human or that 
sexuality is not a fundamental aspect of human existence. A significant number of human 
persons are not capable of sexual procreation. What do we say about the young, the old, 
and those who for various reasons are not physically capable of procreation? Or, more 
importantly, what can we say about the full humanity of Jesus? If sexuality is integral to 
human existence and if sexuality is fundamentally about procreation, it would seem that 
Jesus and all those who do not participate in procreation are somehow less than fully 
human. The only apparent alternative here would be to deny that sexuality is fundamental 
to being human. Instead, it is a secondary, though important, expression of a more 
fundamental humanity. We have already seen, however, that there are good reasons for 
rejecting such an understanding of sexuality. The procreative approach, then, stands in 
need of supplementation in order to explain how procreation can be viewed as an 
important aspect of what it means for human persons to be sexual beings, while at the 
same time recognizing that there must be more to the picture than this.  

 
Sexuality as Fecundity 

 
Thus, some look beyond procreation to the fecund nature of God as providing a 

theological perspective on sexuality. On this view, God himself is a naturally creative 
being who produces 'offspring' (i.e. creation) as an expression of his very nature. And, 
humanity manifests this divine fecundity through its sexuality. This takes place in its 
most basic form as sexual reproduction, but overflows as well into all aspects of human 
existence in which humans express themselves through creative production (e.g., art, 
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culture, etc.).57 In this way, human sexuality is seen to be distinct from other creatures in 
that it more fully and creatively manifests the fecund nature of God in the world. 

What is not clearly explained by theologians opting for this solution is how 
sexuality is connected to the myriad forms of human creativity that are understood to 
express the divine fecundity. Certainly we do not need to be sexual beings to paint, write, 
or sing. This perspective would seem to make fecundity the fundamental characteristic of 
being human, leaving sexuality to serve merely as one of many expressions of this more 
basic reality. Any such approach, however, again runs up against the problem of 
explaining the fundamental importance of sexuality for understanding humanity and the 
uniqueness of human sexuality in the biblical narratives.  

Additionally, we might raise some concerns about this approach from the nature 
of God. Divine creation is about more than God's fecund being. God does not create as a 
necessary expression of his divine being, as though all creation were a mere emanation of 
the divine self. Instead, God creates as a free expression of his all-encompassing love. 
However we understand the eternality of the divine will, we must understand his act of 
creation as an act of free self-determination. Consequently, although the act of creation 
was fitting to his character as a creative God, it must be understood from the perspective 
of divine freedom and love. Incorporating the notions of procreation and fecundity into 
our discussion, then, requires that we consider more closely the role of freedom and love 
in human sexuality. 

 
Sexuality as Marriage 

 
At this point, many turn to the institution of marriage as providing the meaning of 

human sexuality. Looking at the creation narratives as a whole, the 'male and female' of 
Genesis 1 climaxes not in reproduction, but in the 'one flesh' of Genesis 2 and the 
introduction of the marital relationship. Unlike the procreation view, however, this 
marital relationship is not just about reproduction—the narrative says nothing about the 
'one flesh' union producing offspring—but actually expresses a more transcendent truth, a 
truth about the nature of God himself. Thus, marriage unfolds as a key metaphor for 
understanding the nature of God. God appears in the Bible several times as a husband 
whose wife is alternatively Israel (Isa. 54:5) and the church (Rev 21:2). Indeed, the key 
metaphor of Hosea portrays God as a husband who has been betrayed by the infidelities 
of unfaithful Israel. Paul makes this connection even more explicit, arguing that the 
male/female marital relationship is a revelation of the 'profound mystery' that is Christ's 
love for the church (Eph. 5:25-32). At the very least, then, marriage becomes a creaturely 
picture of the faithful love of God. Many theologians contend that the marital 
significance of human sexuality reveals even more, manifesting a truth about the nature 
of the immanent divine being itself. Just as marriage comprises the bringing together of 
multiple persons in one intimate union, so the triune godhead constitutes an intimate 
joining of three persons in one divine being. The two-becoming-one of marriage mirrors 
the three-in-oneness of the godhead. 

This marital perspective improves on the first two in several ways. By 
emphasizing marriage as the key to understanding sexuality, this approach retains the 
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idea that procreation is importantly related to sexuality. But, by rooting this in the 
freedom and love that comes with the covenant of marriage, it presents a more accurate 
picture of these divine realities. At the same time, the marital perspective improves on the 
procreation analogy by identifying something that is uniquely human. While there may 
be other animals that exhibit patterns of lifelong mating and commitment that are similar 
to the marital practices of humans—once again we can see that even where humans are 
distinct they share much in common with other animals—we can still affirm that 
sexuality as expressed in the covenant of marriage is a uniquely human phenomena.  

At the same time, we must recognize that a marital approach to sexuality still does 
not address the concerns that we raised above regarding the limited scope of this 
approach for understanding the broad range of human sexuality as we actually find it. 
Marriage not only fails to encompass the sexuality of the old and the young, but it 
provides an even more restricted scope than the procreational approach by eliminating 
from consideration those who are single and/or intentionally celibate, as well as those 
who choose to express their sexuality outside the covenant of marriage. We could 
exclude this latter group from consideration by arguing that such expressions of sexuality 
are a sinful distortion of the divine intention for human sexuality. However, this does not 
seem to help very much. At the very least, the fact that human sexuality is routinely 
expressed outside of the martial relationship suggests that the marital approach alone is 
insufficient for understanding the breadth and depth of human sexuality as it actually 
exists in the world.  

Additionally, a marital perspective will have a difficult time maintaining the 
significance of human sexuality in our resurrected state, where we will no longer 'marry 
or be given in marriage' (Mt 22:30). As we have already discussed, we should not think 
of our resurrected selves as asexual or androgynous beings, but as continuations and 
perfections of our existing and sexual selves. Precisely what role our sexuality will play 
in this eschatological state is something that we still need to consider. For now, it suffices 
to point out that the marital perspective entails the unsatisfying conclusion that human 
sexuality will not have any continuing significance in the resurrection. 

Finally, the connection that some theologians draw between marriage and the 
divine nature is tenuous at best. Although the Bible makes a clear connection between 
marriage and God's love relationship with Israel and the church, we find no such 
connection with the triune relations of the godhead. Thus, while marriage might serve as 
an analogy of how God relates to his people, it is not at all clear how this approach 
grounds its claim that marriage manifests the immanent nature of God.  
 
Sexuality as Relationality 
 

Consequently, other theologians have sought to ground human sexuality in 
something more fundamental than any of these other perspectives. For these theologians, 
a theological understanding of human sexuality begins with the affirmation that humans 
are essentially relational beings. Throughout Genesis 2, the human person is presented as 
a being in need of personal relationship in order for human life to flourish as God 
intended. Sexuality, then, is portrayed as a response and solution to this need for 
relationality. Even more, this sexually-grounded relationality, as we discussed in the 
previous chapter, is often connected to the imago dei. Thus, Robert Jewett contends, 'A 



theological statement on human sexuality must begin with the thesis...that to be created in 
the divine image is to be so endowed that one lives one's life in an ineluctable 
relationship with God and neighbor.'58 Understanding sexuality begins with 
understanding relationality as it manifests the triune God. Thus, according to Karl Barth, 
human relationality images God by repeating on a creaturely level the kind of personal 
relationships that exist between the Father, Son, and Spirit.59 And, it is human sexuality 
that makes such relationality possible.  

Unlike the first two accounts, which tended implicitly to limit their understanding 
of sexuality in ways that excluded large groups of people, the relational approach 
presents a more all-encompassing view of sexuality. In this view, all human persons are 
essentially related to one another and to God, regardless of their age, status, physical 
capacity, or particular form of sexual expression (or non-expression). In each of these 
myriad forms, human relationality serves to manifest divine relationality in creation.  

Nonetheless, this approach again runs the risk of minimizing sexuality as a 
fundamental characteristic of the human person. By making relationality the most 
fundamental aspect of human existence and the primary way in which human persons 
image God, sexuality again becomes a merely secondary manifestation of this more basic 
reality. If what is most truly human about being human is that we engage in meaningful 
relationships, it would not seem that we need to be sexed at all. One could argue that such 
basic human relationships as 'friend' and 'co-worker' do not require that we be sexual 
beings. What, then, makes sexuality fundamental to relationality when so many important 
relationships are not obviously connected to sexuality in any way? Barth attempts to 
mitigate this concern by arguing that although many human relationships do not require 
sexuality, those relationships that do require sexuality (parent-child, husband-wife, etc.) 
are the most universal and fundamental of all human relationships.60 Thus, while not 
everyone may be involved in a friendship or other non-sexual relationship, all human 
persons are necessarily sexual beings and are always already involved in relationships 
that are sexual by the very nature. Throughout the human person's life, these sexual 
relationships continue to have the utmost significance and serve as the ultimate paradigm 
of human relationality. As Alister McFadyen argues, 'Gender difference and relation is 
the paradigmatic case of structural distance and relation in human being. Although it is 
socially instantiated in a variety of ways, to exist as man or woman and as man and 
woman is the concrete and necessary form of all human existence, and it is the biblical 
paradigm for human life as co-humanity or community.'61 Thus, although not all human 
relationships are sexual, human sexuality serves as the most basic expression of this basic 
relationality.  

While it might well be the case that sexual relations are the most basic and 
universal of all human relations, we can still wonder whether this serves as an adequate 
explanation of the relationship between sexuality and relationality. Does this not still 
make sexuality a secondary expression of a more basically human reality? If we were to 
become non-gendered in the resurrection, on this view, would we actually lose anything 
important about being human as long as we continued to participate in meaningful 
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relationships? To the extent that this perspective suggests that we would not, it remains 
an inadequate understanding of what it means for God to have created human persons as 
sexual beings. At the same time, we can press on the relationship between sexuality and 
the imago dei on this approach. Although these thinkers often contend that there is a close 
relationship between gender and imaging God, it is not clear that this is actually the case 
on their system. If it is in virtue of being relational beings that we image the triune God, 
do we really need to be sexual beings in order to do this? Once again, even if we affirm 
that sexual relations are a paradigmatic expression of the imago dei, they remain 
nonessential.  

The relational approach also implies a sublimation of human sexuality precisely 
in the extent to which it abandons the procreation and marital perspectives. We saw 
earlier that the advantage of these approaches was that they took seriously the 
significance of sexual expression and reproduction in their understanding of sexuality. 
Although we do not want to lapse into making these the basic perspectives from which to 
understand sexuality, it would seem rather odd to develop an understanding of sexuality 
that ignored its physical manifestations and expressions entirely. And yet, many 
theological discussions of this subject focus so much on abstract relationality that the 
concrete physicality of human sexuality is lost. This can only lead to the conclusion that 
sexuality is merely the gateway to understanding that which is truly human.  

Consequently, although there is value to the relational approach, its failure to 
explain more adequately how relationality and sexuality are connected, along with its 
correspondent inability to incorporate the insights of the other perspectives on sexuality, 
suggests that further reflection is needed. Is there a way of connecting these important 
insights about relationality to the concrete physicality of the sexual human being? As 
Alistair McFadeyn argues, the meaning of human sexuality transcends its concrete 
physicality through its connection to the imago dei, yet it cannot be understood apart 
from its essential physical components.62 The final category that we will consider arose 
as a way of explaining the connection between our physical sexuality and relationality in 
more depth.  

 
Sexuality as Bonding 
 

As we have seen, the relational approach runs the risk of minimizing the 
significance of human sexuality for understanding human persons. Indeed, in that 
schema, gender-differentiated sexuality does not even seem necessary for being human.  
Consequently, several thinkers have suggested that we need to press beyond merely 
viewing sexuality as a paradigmatic expression of a more basic relationality and seek 
instead to understand how there might be a more intimate connection between these two 
basic anthropological realities. For these thinkers, our sexuality is fundamental to 
relationality because it is our sexuality that most fundamentally creates in us a need for 
the 'other' that causes us to seek the fulfillment that comes only through our relationship 
with the other.  

On this approach, the sexually grounded need for relationality is clearly 
manifested in the second creation narrative. There we find the human person, Adam, 
experiencing the loneliness and isolation of the solitary individual. Though he is 
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surrounded by other created beings, none is found that can satisfy his need. The nature of 
this need only becomes clearly, though, when God solves the dilemma through the 
creation of a sexually differentiated counterpart who is of the very same nature as 
himself. This solution 'discloses the fundamentally sexual character of Adam's sense of 
isolation and hence of his personal identity as an embodied creature'.63 In other words, it 
was Adam's very sexuality that created in him a desperate need to find completion in 
another human person.  

Sexuality, then, reveals an openness within the human person that can only be 
addressed by someone who is both 'other' and 'same'. That an 'other' is required can be 
seen in that Adam's need could not be met by himself alone. That the need be addressed 
by someone who is also the 'same' as Adam is seen in the fact that neither God nor the 
other animals were suitable to serve as an counterpart for Adam. Thus, the sexual human 
being finds within itself a desire for another in whom there is both difference and 
identity.  

As Stanely Grenz points out, however, simply affirming the 'openness' is 
insufficient. Human sexuality not only manifests the lack of the solitary individual, but 
also drives the individual toward completion in the other. Human existence is marked by 
'a fundamental incompleteness or, stated positively, an innate yearning for completeness', 
both of which are necessary to understand human sexuality in its entirety.64 Thus, in 
addition to affirming the importance of the openness to the other created by human 
sexuality, we should also talk about the drive toward 'bonding' that seeks to address this 
basic need. '[A]s sexual creatures, the basic purpose of humans' existence is related to the 
dynamic of bonding'.65 This drive toward bonding is a drive toward seeking wholeness, 
connection, and solidarity that characterizes much of human life. Sexuality manifests a 
lack at the core of the human person that results in a persistent drive toward the human 
other in search of relationship and community. This drive toward bonding is seen in 
Adam and Eve coming together as 'one flesh'. Grenz argues, 'Rather than procreation…, 
the narrator seems to have in view the idea that the awareness of personal incompleteness 
and the yearning for completeness ("for this reason") constitutes the dynamic lying 
behind the actions of "leaving" and "uniting". Understood in this more fundamental 
manner, sexuality comprises or evokes the drive toward bonding, which in the second 
creation narrative finds expression in marriage.'66

This drive toward bonding, then, forms the basis of the connection between 
human sexuality and the broader importance of relationality and community for humanity 
in general. Indeed, the bonding of human sexuality is 'the first step toward the 
establishment of the broader human community'.67 By this Grenz is not referring to the 
reproductive nature of sexuality, but to the fundamental importance of this sexually 
driven move toward bonding for all forms of human community. 'As sexual beings, 
humans are fundamentally incomplete in themselves. Human sexuality not only 
participates in this incompleteness but also spurs individuals to seek community through 
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relationships. The drive toward bonding that is characteristic of human life constitutes the 
foundation for various expressions of human community.'68  

This then is how bonding serves as the link between human sexuality and human 
relationality in general. The drive toward bonding produced by human sexuality is 'a first 
step toward the establishment of the broader human community'.69 Human sexuality 
reveals our incompleteness and provides the drive toward completeness, but this is a 
drive that finds expression in innumerable human activities. 'The mystery of our sexuality 
is the mystery of our need to reach out to embrace others both physically and spiritually. 
Sexuality thus expresses God's intention that we find our authentic humanness in 
relationship'.70 Indeed, although this drive toward bonding in community has its ground 
in human sexuality, its ultimate human expression resides in the bonding found in the 
eschatological coming together of the people of God. This is the end toward which 
human sexuality is fundamentally oriented and it is here that human community in its 
truest form will be fully realized. Rather that denying the essential importance of human 
sexuality in the eschaton, then, this approach affirms that 'the eschatological community 
is a realm in which sexuality – that is, the dynamic of finding one's personal 
incompleteness fulfilled through relationality – not only remains operative but operates 
on the highest level'.71

This approach also provides a more compelling account of how human sexuality 
images God. Although recognizing that God is not a sexually differentiated being as 
humans are, we can affirm that human sexuality mirrors something important about the 
divine nature. The drive-toward-bonding-in-community presents one apt picture of the 
three persons in Trinitarian relationship, though we should always be careful about 
making one perspective on the Trinity our sole vantage point for contemplating the divine 
mystery. From this perspective, we see the three persons of the Trinity not as a single, 
undifferentiated, divine being, nor as a loose community of three autonomous 
individuals, but as a unique expression of relationship in which the three are always 
already bonded together by their mutual drive toward the other-who-is-also-same in 
intimate community. This eternal drive of each toward the other in powerful expression 
of divine love marks the divine side of the analogy found in human sexuality. To this 
extent, then, we can say that the divine being is 'sexual'—that is, in God we see the three 
persons who are both 'other' and 'same' eternally bonded in intimate community. In this 
way, the divine being is the eternal ground of the drive toward bonding that finds its most 
basic human expression in the male and female of human sexuality and its ultimate 
human realization in the eschatological community of God's people.  

Finally, then, we can see that this approach also has sufficient explanatory power 
to make room for the insights of the other perspectives. The reproductive and fecund 
nature of sexuality can be understood as expressions of this drive toward community. 
Indeed, for many early theologians, the creation of the human community is precisely the 
reason for which human sexuality was created in the first place.72 Thus, these serve as 
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important expressions of, rather than the basic essence of, human sexuality. Similarly, 
marriage can be understood as a basic—perhaps even paradigmatic—expression of this 
drive toward bonding in the present age. Although humans continue to be sexual beings 
in the eschaton and, consequently, continue to experience a drive toward bonding with 
the other, the marital (i.e., covenantal) framework of this bonding will be expressed in the 
eschatological community and its relationship with the triune God.  

 
Conclusion 

 
A theologically informed understanding of human sexuality cannot afford to 

move too quickly into questions of how the genders ought to be related to one another, 
what roles men and women should perform in the church or society, or the proper ways 
in which to express one's sexuality. These are important questions and must be addressed 
as we seek to understand how men and women ought to live in the world. Answering 
them well requires that we think long and hard about the nature of sexuality itself and its 
significance for being human. We certainly have not completed that task in this chapter, 
but hopefully we have opened some helpful avenues for further discussion.  
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