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SEX & MARRIAGE

Sexual Paradigms 
in the Orthodox Church

Bradley Nassif

1 “2013 Assembly 
Statement on 
Marriage and 
Sexuality,” http://
assemblyofbishops.
org/about/
documents/2013-
assembly-statement-
on-marriage-and-
sexuality. A lengthy 
list of books and 
articles exploring 
marriage, sexuality, 
and gender in the 
Orthodox tradition 
up to 1998 can be 
found in John Breck, 
The Sacred Gift of 
Life: Orthodoxy 
Christianity and 
Bioethics (Crestwood, 
NY: SVS Press, 1998), 
60, n. 3.

G. K. Chesterton once said that one 
should never tear down a fence 

unless he knows why it was put there 
in the first place. In this article, I will 
attempt to explain some of the foun-
dational reasons why the Church has 
put a fence around its beliefs regard-
ing the nature and purpose of human 
sexuality. Those beliefs are summa-
rized in a “Statement on Marriage and 
Sexuality” by the Assembly of Canon-
ical Orthodox Bishops of the United 
States:

The Orthodox Christian teaching 
on marriage and sexuality, firmly 
grounded in Holy Scripture, two 
millennia of Church Tradition, and 
canon Law, holds that the sacrament 
of marriage consists in the union of a 
man and a woman, and that authentic 
marriage reflects the sacred unity that 
exists between Christ and His Bride, 
the Church.1

Regrettably, in dealing with the theo-
logical foundations of human sexual-
ity, I do not have space in this article 
to address related pastoral issues. 
Nevertheless I wish to encourage 
love and respect towards those who 
may disagree with my analysis pre-
sented here. Speaking candidly, I do 
not think the contemporary Church 
is doing all that well at articulating 
its moral vision, or integrating it with 

pastoral care at the parish level. To 
advance that ministry, clergy and la-
ity alike must first understand the 
norms of Orthodox faith, and why the 
Church believes as it does. 

Paradigms for Understanding 
Human Sexuality

How should those who are committed 
to careful Christian thinking pursue 
their research? The methods by which 
moral decisions are made shape the 
questions that are asked and the ways 
in which one reads and interprets the 
Christian tradition. An ethical conclu-
sion that starts with God’s revelation 
in Christ is going to look very different 
than one which privileges human cul-
ture over divine revelation. The norms 
for an Orthodox understanding of 
human sexuality include a mosaic of 
biblical, patristic, liturgical, canonical, 
and iconographic sources.2 Ultimately, 
Orthodoxy has always held Scripture 
to be the normative, canonical Word 
of God while acknowledging that the 
teachings of the church fathers offer 
the most faithful interpretation of it, 
even though all of them can and do 
err at times.

When examining Scripture, there is 
no evidence in the Old or New Tes-
taments that homosexual acts are an 
expression of godly love or a means 
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of deification, despite popular claims. 
On the contrary, biblical texts forbid-
ding the practice of homosexuality are 
invariably expressed in a context of 
moral condemnation:

Ȋȃ��u ����� n�� �ie  i�� � m��e �� 
 i�� �  �m�nǲ i� i� �n ���min��i�nȄ 
ǻ�e�ǯ 18Ǳ22Ǽ3

ȊȃT�eir  �men e¡���nge� n��ur�� 
relations for unnatural, and the men 
likewise gave up natural relations 
with women and were consumed 
 i�� p���i�n ��r �ne �n���erȄ ǻ��mǯ 
1Ǳ2ŜȮ2ŝǼ

Ȋ1 ��rǯ ŜǱşȮ10 ����e� ���� ����e  �� 
will inherit the Kingdom of God inȬ
��u�e nei��er ȃ��u��erer� n�r �e¡u�� 
perverts.”

Ȋ �n 1 Timǯ 1Ǳ8Ȯ11ǰ ��u� e¡p��in� ���� 
the Mosaic law is for, among others, 
“immoral persons” and “sodomȬ
ites.”

ȊȃSodom and Gomorrah and the 
surrounding cities . . . acted immorȬ
ally and indulged in unnatural lust” 
ǻ�u�e ŝǼǯ4

�n re�en� ¢e�r�ǰ ��n�i�er���e eě�r� ��� 
�een e¡er�e� �� reȬin�erpre� ��e p��in 
me�ning �� ��e�e �e¡�� ��r�ug� �n 
alternate “gay reading” of Scripture. 
Much of it, however, has been rejected 
as eisegesis by biblical scholars, even 
by those who promote a gay agenda 
�u�� �� ��e  e��Ȭ�n� n ��m�n ����Ȭ
olic scholar Luke Timothy Johnson, 
who frankly admits: 

� ���e �iĴ�e p��ien�e  i�� eě�r�� �� 
make Scripture say something other 
than what it says through appeals to 
linguistic or cultural subtleties. The 
e¡ege�i��� �i�u��i�n i� ��r�ig����rȬ

 �r�Ǳ  e �n�   ��� ��e �e¡� ��¢� 
. . . . [However] we must state our 
grounds for standing in tension with 
the clear commands of Scripture. . . 
and appeal instead to another auȬ
���ri�¢  �en  e �e���re ���� ��meȬ
�e¡ uni�n� ��n �e ���¢ �n� g���ǯ 
�n�  ��� e¡����¢ i� ���� �u���ri�¢ǵ 
We �ppe�� e¡p�i�i��¢ �� ��e  eig�� 
�� �ur � n e¡perien�e �n� ��e e¡Ȭ
perience thousands of others have 
witnessed to, which tells us that to 
���im �ur � n �e¡u�� �rien���i�n i� 
in fact to accept the way in which 
God has created us.5

���n��nȂ� re�e��i�n �� �i��i��� �u���rȬ
i�¢ in e¡���nge ��r ��e �u���ri�¢ �� 
�i� � n per��n�� ȃe¡perien�eȄ �n� 
those of others is a bold and honest 
��mi��i�nǯ W�i�e �r�����¡¢ ���ue� 
��e �e��im�n¢ �� �um�n e¡perien�e 
�� �ne �� �e�er�� �ign� �� 	��Ȃ�  i��ǰ 
it can never agree with Johnson that it 
should be the main source for deterȬ
mining ��ri��i�n ����rineǯ ���er i�e 
there would be as many truths as there 
�re e¡perien�e�ǯ ���n��n i� ��rre�� in 
concluding that the Bible is clear in its 
�e���ing ���u� ��m��e¡u�� pr���i�eǰ 
even though he disagrees with it. The 
��ur��Ȃ� ��n�en�u�� �r��i�i�n �n ��i� 
topic is likewise unambiguous: all hoȬ
m��e¡u�� ���� �re �in�u� �e��u�e ��e¢ 
���e n� pr��re��i�e ���ue ǻ	enǯ 1Ǳ28Ǽǰ 
they are a repression of the visible 
e�i�en�e in n��ure reg�r�ing m��eȬ�eȬ
male anatomical and procreative comȬ
p�emen��ri�¢ ǻ��mǯ 1Ǳ2ŜȮ2ŝǼǰ ��e¢ 
violate the “image of God” in those 
 �� ��mmi� ��em �n� in ���er� ǻ	enǯ 
1Ǳ2ŝǼǰ �n� ��e¢ �re � p�r��¢ �� ��e 
ȃ�ne Ěe��Ȅ uni�n ǻ	enǯ 2Ǳ24ǰ ��Ĵǯ 
1şǱśǰ �p�ǯ śǱ21Ǽǯ T�i� i� n�� �� ��¢ ���� 
��m��e¡u�� ȃ�rien���i�nȄ i� �n ��� �� 
sin even though it is a symptom of huȬ
man corruption no worse than other 

2 In this article I 
would like to have 
interacted at length 
with all these 
sources, but limita-
tions of space require 
me to emphasize the 
most basic biblical 
and theological 
perspectives of the 
Church’s tradition.

3 The Mosaic laws 
concerning human 
sexual behavior are 
not to be regarded 
as being of the same 
nature as laws about 
ritual impurity, cir-
cumcision, or dietary 
regulations. Like the 
prohibition of incest 
(Lev. 18:6–18), the 
prohibition of homo-
erotic acts addresses 
every age.

4 By far the most 
thorough and au-
thoritative treatment 
of this topic in bibli-
cal literature is Rob-
ert A. J. Gagnon, The 
Bible and Homosexual 
Practice: Text and 
Hermeneutics (Nash-
ville: Abingdon 
Press, 2001). William 
Webb, Slaves, Women 
& Homosexuals 
(Downers Grove, 
IL: InterVarsity 
Press, 2001) exposes 
the hermeneutical 
errors of equating 
homosexuality with 
women and slaves in 
the Bible.
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p���i�n� �� ��e Ěe�� ���� �ĝi�� ��� �uȬ
m�n� ǻ	��ǯ śǱ1şȮ21ǼǯŜ 

�e¢�n� �um�n e¡perien�e �� �n �uȬ
thority for Christian faith, we must 
��� ���u� ��e re�e��n�e �� ��ien�ię� 
advances that have furthered our unȬ
�er���n�ing �� ��m��e¡u��i�¢ǯ T���e 
 �� �re ��r �n� �g�in�� �e¡u�� �iȬ
�er�i�¢ ęg�� ęre  i�� ęreǰ �����ing 
�� pi� �ne ��ien�ię� ��u�¢ �g�in�� �nȬ
other, even though what is considered 
��ien�ię� ��gm� ����¢ m�¢ ���nge 
��m�rr� ǯ Se�er�� �ine� �� ��ien�ię� 
reasoning are used by proponents of 
��m��e¡u��i�¢ǯ �ne �rgumen� u�e� 
numerical strength as a means of 
persuasion by alleging the number 
�� ��m��e¡u��� �� �e ���u� 10Ɩ �� 
��e  �r��Ȃ� p�pu���i�nǯ �pp�nen�� 
reply that the best studies suggest 
���� �n�¢ 2Ȯ3Ɩ �re ��m��e¡u���¢ �riȬ
en�e�ǯ �umeri��� �rgumen�� �n ei��er 
side, however, are largely irrelevant. 
W�e��er ��me��ing i� ��mm�n �r r�re 
is a separate issue from whether it is 
right or wrong. Some sins are comȬ
mon, such as pride, while others are 
rare, like cannibalism. 

W��� �re  e �� m��e �� ��m��e¡u��Ȭ
ity as a mental health disorder? Forty 
years ago professional mental health 
�rg�ni£��i�n� �e���re� ���� ��m��e¡Ȭ
uality was no longer a mental disorder. 
T���¢ ��me p�r�r�¢ ��m��e¡u��i�¢ �� 
� �e����¢ e¡pre��i�n �� �e¡u�� �i�erȬ
sity. Yet, whether or not something is 
�eęne� �� � men��� �i��r�er ��� �iĴ�e 
to do with whether or not it is a sinful 
practice. Many mental disorders, such 
as schizophrenia, are not sinful in 
��em�e��e�ǲ �n ��e ���er ��n�ǰ m�n¢ 
sinful behaviors, such as greed, do not 
rise to the level of a mental disorder 
but are sinful nevertheless.

�n���er �e�en�e �� ��m��e¡u��i�¢ 
�ppe��� �� ��e ��emi��� ��u�e� �� �e¡Ȭ
u�� �Ĵr���i�n�ǰ �n� ��e imp��� �� ��eir 
in��i�i�¢ �� ���nge � ��m��e¡u��Ȃ� 
feelings and orientation. But are bioȬ
logical causes valid grounds for arguȬ
ing against the moral condemnation 
�� ��meȬ�e¡ pre�eren�eǵ T�e ��ien�ię� 
e�i�en�e i� �i�pu�e�ǯ We �imp�¢ �� 
n�� �n�   �¢ ��me pe�p�e e¡periȬ
en�e ��meȬ�e¡ �Ĵr���i�n� �r ���e ��Ȭ
m��e¡u�� �rien���i�n�ǯ T�e �����r� ��n 
vary from person to person. The same 
ongoing debate is true regarding the 
��i�i�¢ �� ���nge �neȂ� �Ĵr���i�n �n� 
�rien���i�n �r�m ��m��e¡u�� �� �e�Ȭ
er��e¡u��ǯ �eg�r��e�� �� ��e �u���me 
of debates over nature versus nurture, 
��e ��u�e� �� ��meȬ�e¡ �Ĵr���i�n �� 
n�� ���nge ��e �e¡u�� e��i�� �� ��ri��iȬ
�ni�¢ǯ � ��m��e¡u���¢ in��ine� m��eǰ 
��r e¡�mp�eǰ mu�� ��rugg�e �� ��erȬ
��me �i� �Ĵr���i�n �� �n���er m��e 
�u�� �� � �e�er��e¡u�� m�n mu�� reȬ
��r�in �i� �u�� ��r � �em��eǯ �Ĵr���i�n� 
do not justify actions. All disciples of 
��ri��ǰ reg�r��e�� �� ��eir �e¡u�� �riȬ
entation, are to strive to be faithful to 
S�rip�ureȂ� m�r�� �e���ingǰ �n� ���� 
teaching calls us to live in the way that 
	�� re�e��� �� �e g���ǯ We �re �� ��Ȭ
cus on our behavior rather than on our 
�Ĵr���i�n� �r �rien���i�nǯ �n �r�����¡ 
spirituality, it is the very struggle with 
����en �um�ni�¢ ���� �e��� �� �eię��Ȭ
tion.

The use of statistics and medical sciȬ
en�e in ��e ��ur��Ȃ� m�r�� �i�i�n ��n 
���e �ignię��n� p����r�� re�e��n�e in 
helping Christians understand themȬ
selves and others in their struggles 
for purity, but those sources have 
�iĴ�e re�e��n�e �� �ue��i�n� �� rig�� 
and wrong. Christian faith certainly 
ought to learn from science and utilize 
it wisely in pastoral care, but faith is 
not founded on medical evidence but 

8 Luke Timothy 
Johnson, 
“Homosexuality & 
the Church: Scripture 
& Experience,” 
Commonweal, June 11, 
2007, https://www.
commonweal
magazine.org/
homosexuality-
church-0.

6 The distinction 
between homosexual 
“acts” and “orien-
tation” is a useful 
modern one that is 
foreign to the biblical 
tradition’s emphasis 
on willful behavior.
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�n 	��Ȃ� �upreme re�e���i�n in �e�u� 
Christ, to which we now turn.

A Christological Paradigm of 
Personhood

The starting point for a Christian unȬ
�er���n�ing �� �e¡u��i�¢ �n� ��e n��ure 
of the human person is the same startȬ
ing point as for many other questions 
in �r�����¡ ��e���g¢ǰ n�me�¢ǰ ��e inȬ
��rn��i�n �� ��e W�r� ǻ���n 1Ǳ14Ǽǯ T�e 
incarnation is the fundamental dogma 
�� ��� ��e���g¢ǯ � ��e���g¢ �� �e¡ �eȬ
gins with the apostolic encounter with 
the human Jesus and the revelation of 
his saving identity for humanity as a 
 ���eǯ T�e re�e���i�n �� ��e g��rięe�ǰ 
paschal humanity of the Lord, and not 
the “old Adam” of Gen. 1–2, makes 
the person of Christ, the “new Adam,” 
��e prim�r¢ ���u� �� ��e ��ur��Ȃ� ��Ȭ
ęrm��i�n� ���u� �um�n n��ure �eȬ
��u�e �e�u� i� ��e �u�ę��men� �� 	��Ȃ� 
creational purposes. The old Adam of 

Gen. 1–2 was “a type of him [Christ] 
 ��  �� �� ��meȄ ǻ��mǯ śǱ14Ǽǯ ���m 
was a lesser shadow of the greater 
�n�i�¢pe �u�ę��e� in ��e �um�n S�n 
of God. The incarnation, therefore, 
provides the basic components for 
understanding what it means to be 
human. Those components include 
��e ����� ing �Ĝrm��i�n�Ǳ ǻ�Ǽ �reȬ
��e� �um�ni�¢ ǻp�¢�i���i�¢Ǽ i� g���ǲ 
ǻ�Ǽ �um�n n��ure i� �un��men����¢ � 
commingling of material and immaȬ
�eri��ǰ ���� �eing ���re�ǲ ǻ�Ǽ gen�er 
identity continues in the resurrectionŝǲ 
the physical, male characteristics of 
the paschal humanity of Christ reȬ
mained recognizable to his disciples. 
Se¡u�� i�en�i�¢ i� �n e��en�i�� p�r� �� 
�e�u�Ȃ per��n��i�¢ǰ �n� per��n��i�¢ i� 
re��ine� in ��e re�urre��i�nǲ ǻ�Ǽ �uȬ
man beings are theocentric creatures. 
We ��nn�� �e �u��¢ �um�n �p�r� �r�m 
uni�n  i�� 	��ǯ �er�e�� uni�n  i�� 
God is revealed and healed through 
the harmonious activity of the divine 
and human natures, wills, and saving 

7 Breck, Sacred Gift, 
70–83.

The Hospitality of 
Abraham (The Holy 
Trinity), Pskov, late 
fifteenth–early six-
teenth century. State 
Tretyakov Gallery, 
Moscow.
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 �r� �� ��e in��rn��e ��g�� ǻcontra 
�u�¢��i�nǰ �e���ri�nǰ ��n���e�i�eǰ 
�n� �p����r�����e�i� ��n��ru��i�n�Ǽǯ 
Hence, Christological anthropology 
is teleological. The incarnation is the 
u��im��e e¡pre��i�n ��  ��� i� me�n� 
to be human, now and in the age to 
come.

A Trinitarian Paradigm of 
Personhood

W�i�e �i��i��� �e¡�� ���� �e�� �pe�i�Ȭ
ically with the origins of humanity 
are few in number, they are among 
the most important for understandȬ
ing the nature and value of human 
per��n����ǯ T�e m¢��er¢ �� 	��Ȃ� 
� n Trini��ri�n ���r���er i� e¡�en�e� 
�� �um�n e¡i��en�e in ��e 	ene�i� ��Ȭ
count where God, in the plural, says 
“Let us make humans in our image, 
after our likeness. . . . Male and feȬ
m��e �e �re��e� ��emȄ ǻ	enǯ 1Ǳ2ŜȮŝǼǯ 
�e�r�p��i��n 
���i���� W�re e¡p��in�ǰ 
“The creation of the human person, so 
the Greek Fathers continually emphaȬ
sized, was an act of all three persons 
in the Trinity, and therefore the image 
and likeness of God must always be 
thought of as a Trinitarian image and 
�i�ene��ǯ We ����� ęn� ���� ��i� i� � 
point of vital importance.”8 

In the Image of God

In what sense, then, does “the image 
of God” relate to personhood and 
�um�n �e¡u��i�¢ǵ �¡ege�i����¢ǰ �eing 
created “in the image of God” seems 
to convey two thoughts together: that 
humans are “representative agents” 
of God in managing his world, and 
we were made “like” God in various 
ways. Like the perichoretic Trinity 
ǻ���n 14Ǳ1ǰ 1ŝǱ1Ǽǰ �um�n� m��e ȃin 
the image of God” are designed for 

re���i�n��ip� �n� in�im��¢ǯ Se¡u��Ȭ
ity points to our nature as communal 
�eing�ǯ We �e�ire �� gi�e �ur�e��e� �� 
others and to receive them. The abȬ
sence of a structured ontology of the 
individual human person in Scripture 
is the source of ambiguity in the relaȬ
tionship of terms such as soul, spirit, 
and body, and their mutual interȬ
���i�n�ǯ T�i� �m�igui�¢ i� reĚe��e� 
in ��e ��ri��i�n�  e ęn� �m�ng ��e 
p��ri��i�  ri�er� ǻ��� numer�u� �� 
�u��eǼ  �� �ee �um�ni�¢ �� ei��er � 
trichotomy or dichotomy. The words 
“image and likeness” have been interȬ
preted by most of the Greek fathers 
�� in�i���ing �iěeren� ��pe��� �� ��e 
human person: “image” referring to 
��e ��u�Ȃ� p��en�i�� p� er� �u�� �� 
the intellect, and “likeness” as the 
��ri�����gi��� g��� �� �eię���i�nǰ 
 �i��  e �Ĵ�in gr��u���¢ �¢ m�r�� 
choice. The created image originated 
from the uncreated Son, who is the 
ȃim�ge �� ��e in�i�i��e 	��ǰ ��e ęr��Ȭ
��rn �� ��� �re��i�nȄ ǻ���Ǳ 1Ǳ1śǼȯ���� 
i�ǰ ��e �gen� �� �re��i�n ǻ���n 1Ǳ3Ȯ4Ǽ 
who “formed man of the dust of the 
ground and breathed into his nostrils 
��e �re��� �� �i�eȄ ǻ	enǯ 2ǱŝǼǯ T�e �uȬ
man being, therefore, is at once an enȬ
��u�e� ���¢ǰ �n� � ���i�¢ ��u�ǯ �neȂ� 
personal identity and wholeness is 
bound up with this interconnection. 
T�e ���¢ i� ��e �i�i��eǰ ���e��i�e e¡Ȭ
pre��i�n �� ��e �i�e �� ��e ��u�ǯ W��� 
happens to the body happens also to 
the soul, and what happens to the soul 
happens also to the body. The totality 
�� �um�n e¡perien�eȯin��u�ing n�� 
�n�¢ �e¡u�� e¡perien�e �u� ���� e��Ȭ
ing, drinking, joy, sadness, sickness, 
health, and death—is not merely a 
m�Ĵer �� p�¢�i���i�¢ǯ ����erǰ ��e�e 
e¡perien�e� �re ����e �� � �um�n �u�Ȭ
ject and therefore the human soul of 
a person. The implications for human 
�e¡u��i�¢ �ire�� u� �uring ��i� pre�en� 

8 Timothy (Kallistos) 
Ware, The Orthodox 
Church, new ed. 
(New York: Penguin, 
2015), 212. Note 
also Kallistos Ware, 
“The Mystery of 
the Human Person” 
Sobornost 3.1 (1981): 
62–9; and “The 
Human Person as an 
Icon of the Trinity,” 
Sobornost 8.2 (1986): 
6–23.

9 The responsibil-
ity to uphold the 
full humanity of 
others extends to the 
unborn. While an 
abortion may solve 
the inconvenience of 
a pregnancy, it vio-
lates the humanity of 
a child.
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life to strive for wholeness and health 
for ourselves and others. If one is to 
���e re�p�n�i�i�i�¢ ��r �neȂ� �e¡u�� �i�e 
�� � �um�n �eingǰ i�  i�� �e e¡er�i�e� 
in such a way that it upholds the full 
humanity of the other.9 Marriage does 
not give us permission to abuse and viȬ
olate the dignity of a spouse, or to use 
��e �p�u�e mere�¢ ��r �e�ę�� gr��ię��Ȭ
tion. That would violate the dignity of 
��e �p�u�eȂ� �um�ni�¢ �n� �ur�ǯ We 
would become less than fully human 
in that act. To uphold the dignity of 
�neȂ� �p�u�eǰ ��ere ��� �� �e ę�e�i�¢ 
to the covenantal bond of marriage, 
in which each one commits to unconȬ
ditional faithfulness to the other. The 
penitential canon of Saint Andrew of 
�re�e �e��ięe� �� ��e ��n��i�¢ing eěe�� 
�� m�ri��� ��i���u�ne�� in ��e şǱ ȃ
u�Ȭ
bands and wives must be faithful to 
each other, for Christ blessed them by 
his presence at the marriage in Can …
that you, my soul, might likewise be 
transformed.”

Celibates and Monastics

Just as married people are called to 
e¡er�i�e ę�e�i�¢ in m�rri�geǰ �� �inȬ
gle people are called to chastity while 
��e¢ �re unm�rrie�ǯ �e�i���e� ǻ�r ��nȬ
�e�r��e� m�n��Ǽ �re �e¡u�� per��n� 
who practice embodiment without 
geni��� �e¡ǰ ¢e� pr���i�e ���e �n� puȬ
rity within the bounds of friendship 
and family relationships. The celibate 
learns to redirect rather than repress 
�e¡u�� �e�ireǯ T���� ����inen�e �r�m 
�e¡ �u��i�e m�rri�ge i� n�� e��¢ǰ �u� 
re�uire� ǻ1 ��rǯ ŜǱ12Ȯ20Ǽǯ �� ���e� ��e 
support of a family, parish, or monasȬ
tic community willing to acknowlȬ
e�ge �e�i���e�Ȃ �����enge� �n� �upȬ
port them in their discipline alongside 
married people in their discipline of 
ę�e�i�¢ǯ �n �rien���ip �r in ���ingǰ 
each must uphold the humanity of the 
���er �¢ pr��e��ing ��e ���erȂ� puri�¢ǯ 
T�i� e��i��� ��pe�� �� �um�n �e¡u��i�¢ 
is bound up in what it means to be a 

Duccio di Buon-
insegna, The Wedding 
at Cana, 1308–11. 
Opera della Metro-
politana di Siena, 
(Italy).
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human person. Those who remain 
celibate help the Church to reject the 
�ie  ���� �e¡ i� � �i���gi��� nee� ���� 
cannot or should not be resisted. CeliȬ
bacy reminds us that all Christians are 
called to limit and discipline their deȬ
sires. The desert fathers and mothers 
constantly remind us that our deepest 
�um�n ��nging� ��n �n�¢ ęn� ���i�Ȭ
faction in God, not through another 
human being.10

The Marital Mystery: “The Two Shall 
Become One Flesh”

	�� �e�igne� �um�n �e¡u�� ��nȬ
�u�� �� ���ur  i��in ��e ��n�e¡� �� 
marriage between one man and one 
 �m�nǯ 	enǯ 1Ǳ2ŝ i� e����r��e� in 
2:18, where God said, “It is not good 
���� ��e m�n ���u�� �e ���neǲ �  i�� 
m��e �im � �e�per ę� ��r �imǯȄ 	eneȬ
�i� ��en �pp�ie� ��e e¡�mp�e �� ���m 
�n� ��e �� ��� m�rri�ge�Ǳ ȃT�ere��re 
a man shall leave his father and his 
mother and hold fast to his wife, and 
��e¢ ����� �e��me �ne Ěe��Ȅ ǻ	enǯ 
2Ǳ24Ǽǯ T�e ȃ�ne Ěe��Ȅ e�����i��e� ��e 
p�Ĵern ��r �e¡u�� uni�n in m�rri�geǯ 
It is not another man but a woman 
 �� i� ��e �e¡u�� ��mp�emen� �� ��e 
male. �n ��Ĵǯ 1şǱ4ȮŜ ǻ�n� ��r� 10ǱŜȮ
8Ǽǰ �e�u� rein��r�e� 	enǯ 1Ǳ2ŝ �n� 2ǯ24 
�� ��e n�rm��i�e p�Ĵern ���� 	�� �eȬ
sires all marriages to follow: 

“He answered, ‘Have you not read 
that he who made them from the beȬ
ginning made them male and female, 
and said, “For this reason a man shall 
leave his father and mother and be 
joined to his wife, and the two shall 
�e��me �ne Ěe��Ȅǵ S� ��e¢ �re n� ��nȬ
ger � � �u� �ne Ěe��ǯ W��� ��ere��re 
God has joined together, let not man 
pu� ��un�erǯȂȄ T�e imp�ie� �e¡u�� inȬ
�er��ur�e in ��Ĵ�e  �n� 	ene�i� i� 
clearly between a man and a woman. 

� ��meȬ�e¡ uni�n i� un���¢ in �erm� 
�� i�� ���i� ��ru��ureǯ � ���¢ �e¡u�� 
bond requires two, and only two, difȬ
�eren� �e¡u�� ����e� ǻȃ� m�nȄ �n� ȃ�i� 
 i�eȄǼǰ �r�ug�� ��ge��er in�� �ne �e¡Ȭ
u��  ���e ǻȃ�ne Ěe��ȄǼǯ11 This compleȬ
men��ri�¢ i� � reĚe��i�n �� 	�� �imȬ
self, since male and female together 
�re m��e in 	��Ȃ� im�geǯ Gender difȬ
�eren�i��i�n �n� �e¡u��i�¢ �re e��en�i�� 
components of human nature. MascuȬ
linity and femininity are adjectival, an 
aspect of our humanity. Thus, there 
are only two ways to be fully human: 
either as male or as female. Any other 
form is a symptom of the corruption 
of human nature that has come as a 
result of the fall. These forms include 
��u��er¢ ǻ�¡��ǯ 20Ǳ14ǲ ��Ĵǯ 1şǱ18Ǽǰ 
��rni���i�n ǻ1 ��rǯ ŜǱ1śȮ18Ǽǰ ��m�Ȭ
�e¡u��i�¢ ǻ�e�ǯ 18Ǳ22ǲ ��mǯ 1Ǳ2ŜȮ2ŝǼǰ 
in�e�� ǻ�e�ǯ 20Ǳ11Ȯ21Ǽǰ �e��i��i�¢ ǻ�e�ǯ 
18Ǳ23ǲ 20Ǳ1śȮ1ŜǼǰ �n� �u�� ǻ��Ĵǯ śǱ28Ǽǯ12 

 ���i�i�e�¢ �pe��ingǰ in �rie�e�� �erm�ǰ 
the sacrament of Christian marriage is 
�� �e �e�er��e¡u��ǰ m�n�g�m�u�ǰ n�n
Ȭin�e��u�u�ǰ ���i���¢ �i�i��eǰ ���i���¢ 
�Ĝrme�ǰ p�¢�i���ǰ perm�nen�ǰ ��n��iȬ
fying, and eschatological.

����r�ing�¢ǰ �r�����¡ ��ri��i�nȬ
i�¢ �ie � ��e ȃ�ne Ěe��Ȅ uni�n �� � 
profound mystery that images the 
love between Christ and the Church 
ǻ�p�ǯ śǱ31Ȯ32Ǽǯ S�in� ��u�Ȃ� �eĴer �� 
��e �p�e�i�n� u�e� ��e m�ri��� �n��Ȭ
ogy as a public picture of the intimate 
union between Christ and the Church. 
Saint John Chrysostom observes how 
this union takes on an ecclesial charȬ
acter that makes the Christian home 
ȃ� �iĴ�e ��ur��ǯȄ13 
e�er��e¡u��ǰ m�Ȭ
nogamous marriage functions as a 
re�emp�i�e �n���g¢ �� ��e e¡��u�i�e 
relationship between Christ and his 
bride, the Church. The female imagȬ
er¢ �� ��e ��ur��Ȃ� �ri��� re���i�n �� 
Christ, the male bridegroom, is used in 

10 A popular intro-
duction to the desert 
tradition for parishes 
or beginning the-
ology students is 
offered in Bradley 
Nassif, Bringing Jesus 
to the Desert (Grand 
Rapids: Zondervan, 
2012).

11 In Titus 1:6 and 
in 1 Tim. 3:2 and 
12, Paul explicitly 
requires monoga-
mous heterosexual 
marriage for those 
who aspire to 
Church leadership as 
overseers, presby-
ters, or deacons.

12 Church canons 
which prescribe 
punishment and res-
toration for adultery, 
homosexuality, or 
beholding lewd im-
ages include, among 
others, Apostolic 
Canon 61, Canon 
20 of the Council 
of Ancyra, Canon 
8 of the Synod of 
Neocaesarea, St. 
Basil’s Canon 7 (First 
Canonical Epistle), 
Canons 58 and 62 
(Third Canonical 
Epistle), and Canon 
100 of the Council in 
Trullo.

13 John Chrysostom, 
Homilies on Gala-
tians and Ephesians 
20, In vol. 13 of The 
Nicene and Post-Ni-
cene Fathers, Series 
1, ed. Philip Schaff 
(Buffalo: Christian 
Literature Publishing 
Co., 1889).
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�p�e�i�n� ś �� m�ni�e�� ��e m¢��er¢ �� 
������i�n  �en ��u� �u��e� ��e 	enȬ
e�i� �e¡�ǰ ȃȁ��e � � ����� �e��me �ne 
Ěe��ǯȂȄ ȃT�i� m¢��er¢ i� � pr���un� 
�neǰȄ ��¢� ��u�ǰ ȃ�n� � �m ��¢ing 
that it refers to Christ and the church” 
ǻ�p�ǯ śǱ2şȮ32Ǽǯ T�ere i� ��u� � ���eri�Ȭ
logical, iconic dimension to marriage 
�n� �um�n �e¡u��i�¢ ���� �re �� �e 
un�er����� in �ig�� �� 	��Ȃ� �e��Ȭre�eȬ
���i�n in ��ri�� ǻ��e m��e �ri�egr��mǼ 
�n� ��e ��ur�� ǻ�i� �em��e �ri�eǼǯ �� 
n��e� e�r�ierǰ ��e u��im��e g��� �� �e¡Ȭ
u�� e¡pre��i�nǰ  �e��er in m�rri�ge 
�r �e�i���¢ǰ i� �� gr�  in ��ri��ię��Ȭ
�i�n ǻ��e��i�Ǽ �¢  �r��ipping 	�� 
and honoring the humanity of others 
��r�ug� �e��Ȭgi�ing ascesis. 

Conclusion

In this article I hope to have provided 
� ��i���u� ����un� �� ��e n�rm� �� �rȬ
�����¡ �e¡u�� e��i��ǰ �n� �� ���e e¡Ȭ
plained a number of fundamental asȬ
pe��� in ��e ��ur��Ȃ� �i�i�n �� �um�n 
�e¡u��i�¢ǯ T�e�e p�in�� ��n��i�u�e ��e 
��ur��Ȃ� �en�e  �i�� �urr�un�� ���� 
�i�i�nǯ T�e �en�eȂ� purp��e i� n�� �� 
shame or disgrace those who disreȬ
g�r� �r �ee� �� rem��e i�ǲ i� i� �� �e�inȬ
eate clearly where the boundaries lie 
that lead to health and wholeness. It 
pr��i�e� ��e ��n�e¡� in  �i�� ��e ���¢ 
purp��e �� �e¡u��i�¢ ��n �e �Ĝrme� 
�n� �u�ę��e� �¢ ��e ��ri��i�n ��mmuȬ
nity, and all others who may wish to 
enter the gates of its healing graces.

Bradley Nassif is a professor of biblical and theological studies 
�� ��r�� ��r� �ni�er�i�¢ǰ ��i��g�ǯ 
e ����� � ��� in p��ri��i�� 
�r�m ��r���m �ni�er�i�¢ ǻ�ire��e� �¢ ��e ���e ����er ���n �e¢enȬ
��rěǼǰ �n ��i� �r�m S�ǯ ����imirȂ� �r�����¡ Semin�r¢ǰ ��� in 
�e  Te���men� �r�m �en�er Semin�r¢ �n� �ur�pe�n 
i���r¢ 
�r�m Wi��i�� S���e �ni�er�i�¢ǰ �n� � �� in �e�igi�n �n� ��i���Ȭ
�p�¢ �r�m �rien�� �ni�er�i�¢ǯ 
e ��� �een � ��n�u���n� ��r The 
New York Times, a longtime contributor to Christianity Today, and 
� pi�neer �� �r�����¡Ȭ���nge�i��� �i���gue in ��e �ni�e� S���e�ǰ 
��e W��ǰ �n� ��e ��u��nneȬ�r�����¡Ȭ�ni�i��i�eǯ 
i� m��� re�en� 
���� i� � ��Ȭe�i�e� ���umeǰ The Philokalia: A Classic Text of Orthodox 
Spirituality ǻ�¡��r� �ni�er�i�¢ �re��Ǽǯ

© 2018 The Wheel. 
May be distributed for 
noncommercial use. 
www.wheeljournal.com


