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Abstract

The opening chapters of this thesis contend that the contemporary Western
discourse’s hegemonic ideology of marriage—and of romantic partnership and
sexual gratification more generally—has resulted in the pervasive discernment of the
single life as at best deficient and at worst deviant. We further argue that the
contemporary Western church’s theological construct of singleness (and alternatively
marriage) has proven itself to be so heavily populated by many of the same secular
doxic convictions that on these matters it is difficult to distinguish between the two
discourses.
In light of the ever-growing demographic of single individuals within both secular
and Christian society, it has become increasingly incumbent upon the church to reevaluate its prevailing theological and pastoral diminishment of the unmarried
Christian life, and to subsequently reformulate a theology of singleness which is in
accordance with faithful Scriptural exegesis and doctrine. We suggest that
particularly relevant to such a task is the sense in which sustained eschatological
reflection may support a more theologically expansive and pastorally sustaining ethic
of Christian singleness.
However, this endeavor ought not be conceived of as a novel theological pursuit,
indigenous only to the present moment. The church of the past is ripe with resources
which are of vital potential to such an inquiry. In part two of this thesis we thus
define, establish and deploy the mode of theological retrieval, in order to provide
renewed impetus towards, and rediscovered content of a thick theology of singleness
for the contemporary church.
Our retrieval is undertaken within three specific fields of theological inquiry. In the
first instance, we explore the historico-theological development of virginity (as a precursor to the contemporary construct of singleness) within the eras of Christian
Antiquity and the Middle Ages. This analysis functions as both a contextual
backdrop to subsequent chapters, and as a meta-exercise of theological retrieval in its
own right. We secondly embark on a reception history of a number of key texts that
viii

are particularly relevant to our purposes. In ascertaining how they have been received
across two millennia of Christian history, we identify a number of significant
exegetical implications for an eschatologically focused retrieval of singleness.
Thirdly, we dialogue with the constitutive elements of four eschatologically informed
accounts of Christian singleness, as presented by four distinctly significant and
significantly distinct Christian theologians located across the spectrum of the
church’s history and tradition.
Through this multilayered exercise of retrieval, we identify, interrogate and, finally,
integrate a number of key motifs of singleness’ eschatological import that have
proven to be doctrinally and pastorally nourishing throughout Christian history.
These threads of retrieval are presented as a range of diverse “ends” of singleness that
are either “recentring” and “decentring” in their theological significance. It is within
these ends of singleness that we ultimately discover the critical significance of the
single form of the Christian life in the present—both for the unmarried individual
themselves, but just as importantly, for the sake of the body of Christ as a whole.
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Introduction
Theological philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre argues that the intentional undertaking
of practices that are oriented towards the pursuit of good is central to the very
construct of human consciousness.1 Such reasoned action is compelled by
intelligibility, that which makes our actions meaningful rather than ‘something we
simply find ourselves doing, being as puzzled as anyone else as to what we are up to
in doing whatever it is’.2 Yet, what ultimately discerns a ‘particular action or set of
actions as intelligible [. . . is] their relationship to certain kinds of social institution
and practice’.3 That is to say, a robust and necessary connection exists between the
intelligibility of actions oriented towards the good, and the inhabitability of those
same actions within the broader societal context in which they are undertaken.
This thesis is concerned with exploring and evaluating the theological intelligibility
of the single form of life for the contemporary Christian individual. However, as the
argument above suggests, such an enterprise cannot be divorced from a
corresponding analysis of that same form of life’s inhabitability within its primary
meaning-making context. For the Christian person that social context is the church—
the body of Christ himself. So it is that our task cannot be concerned with the simple
delineation of an abstracted theology of singleness (if indeed the pursuit of authentic
theological understanding could ever be a matter of mere abstraction). Rather, we
must endeavour to develop or, as we shall argue, retrieve a theology of singleness for
the sake of the contemporary church, in order that the single form of life for the individual
Christian within it may also be truly apprehended as both theologically intelligible
and ethically inhabitable.
In so doing we must navigate certain layers of complexity, for just as it is foolhardy
to attempt to abstract theology from the meaning-making context of the church, so
also is it foolhardy to attempt to abstract the church from the broader cultural milieu
1

Alasdair MacIntyre, “The Intelligibility of Action,” in Rationality, Relativism, and the Human
Sciences, ed. Joseph Margolis, Michael Krausz, and Richard M. Burian, Greater Philadelphia
Philosophy Consortium Book 1 (Dordrecht: Martinus Nijhoff Publishers, 1986), 79.
2
MacIntyre, “Intelligibility,” 64.
3
MacIntyre, “Intelligibility,” 65–66.
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in which it is instantiated at any given time. The goal of retrieving a “thick theology”
of singleness for the contemporary church shall first of all require us to contend with
a ‘“thick description” of our present circumstances, being attentive to both the world
and the church’.4 As such, the opening chapters of our thesis shall be concerned with
a diagnosis of the perceived intelligibility and inhabitability of the single form of life
(or alternatively, the lack thereof) within the contemporary secular and Christian
discourses. It shall be established that such a diagnosis provides necessary context
and impetus to our task in proper, the retrieval of a theology of singleness for the
contemporary church.
And yet such a diagnosis is made more challenging by the fact that the very concept
of singleness is a notoriously complex one. Not only is its secular implementation
imprecise, ambiguous, and ‘loosely applied for many people’,5 but “singleness” does
not exist as a self-evident construct within the pages of Scripture nor the historical
Christian tradition more broadly.6 Indeed, while the term “single” finds its origins in
the early fourteenth century,7 it has only been in recent centuries and even more
specifically, recent decades, that it has entered the common Christian vernacular as
the popularised way of referring to the unmarried form of life. However, even that
definition of singleness (i.e., the unmarried form of life) intensifies the complexity of
our enterprise: for while this thesis is explicitly concerned with the theological
construct of singleness, it shall become evident that such a task is incomprehensible
if not also accompanied by a corresponding exploration of the alternative and, in the
minds of many, competing construct of marriage, and indeed its relation the family.
In light of all of this, it will be our responsibility to demonstrate an appropriate agility
in negotiating the assorted social conceptions, historical expressions, and theological

4

Jonathan Grant, Divine Sex: A Compelling Vision for Christian Relationships in a Hypersexualized Age
(Grand Rapids, Michigan: Brazos Press, 2015), 23.
5
Jana Marguerite Bennett, Water Is Thicker than Blood: An Augustinian Theology of Marriage and
Singlehood (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2008), 84. We shall elaborate upon this matter
in our first chapter.
6
As shall be evidenced in the chapters to follow, various terms and related cognates have been
alternatively adopted and emphasised throughout the course of Christian history in order to
explicate both the social and theological situation of not being married.
7
Chambers Dictionary of Etymology, s.v. “single”, ed. Robert K. Barnhart, (London, U.K.: Chambers,
2015), 1009.
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rationales of singleness that we shall encounter. In order to accomplish this we shall
adopt an approach which might best be described as definitionally organic. That is,
rather than seeking to establish an upfront and settled definition of “singleness”
(whose content would then be subjected upon our subsequent analysis and
argumentation) we shall instead explore the assorted conceptions and cognates of the
unmarried life as they have been variously understood throughout the historical
Christian tradition, so that we might ultimately discern what ought to give genuine
theological definition and content to that which we today refer to as singleness. In so
doing we hope to contend for an authentic theology of singleness which is also
theologically authentic.
In his rejoinder to contemporary theological ethicist Stanley Hauerwas (himself one
of the pivotal dialogue partners with whom we shall engage), Nicholas M. Healy
proposes a distinction between the theologian’s “agenda” and “argument”. He writes
that the former of these is ‘constituted by a particular set of desired changes in the life
and thought of Christians and the church’.8 That this thesis’ theological agenda
resonates with the desire to see change instituted with respect to singleness in the
Christian context is, even here in our introduction, undoubtedly evident. And yet, an
agenda does not, and indeed cannot stand alone. As Healy continues, we must
‘distinguish between a theologian’s agenda and the rationale the theologian develops
to persuade others of the reasonableness and benefits of the desired changes. This
rationale is the theological “argument”’.9 So it is that we now embark on our
argument for a theological retrieval of singleness for the contemporary Christian
church.

8

Nicholas M. Healy, Hauerwas: A (Very) Critical Introduction (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Wm. B.
Eerdmans Publishing, 2014), 4.
9
Healy, Hauerwas, 5.
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PART ONE:
DISCURSIVE ANALYSIS

4

Chapter 1:
Singleness in cultural discourse
In Foucauldian theory, discourses are inter-personal processes and behaviours which
actively fashion the historical social reality. They are ‘ways of constituting
knowledge, together with the social practices, forms of subjectivity and power
relationships which inhere in such knowledges and relations between them’.10
Central to the discursive fashioning of social reality is the determination of what are
to be considered desirable and even acceptable modes of being in the current
moment. And yet ‘discourse has not only a meaning or a truth, but a history, and a
specific history that does not refer it back to the laws of an alien development’.11
Consequently, contemporary examination of any discursive production of
knowledge must also seek to establish archaeological continuity and discontinuity
between the discursive past and present.
The contemporary form of life that is singleness, as well as its perceived positioning
within the broader social reality, is deeply ‘influenced by the dominant discourses
that are prevalent to [the] historic moment’.12 And yet the contemporary single’s
moment has not been constructed in historical or cultural isolation. Thus, as this
chapter sets out to establish the category of singleness within the dominant cultural
discourse of post-industrialised Western society—an endeavor we contend is
provides necessary context for our later exploration of Christian singleness—it must
resist the dual temptation to assume that either, ‘constructions of singleness familiar
to us have their analogs in other times and places’,13 or that no such continuity could
possibly exist. As such, our analysis of the contemporary discourse pertaining to
singleness finds its starting point not in the current historical moment but in an
exploration of the recent cultural history which has preceded it.
10

Chris Weedon, Feminist Practice & Poststructuralist Theory, 2nd ed. (N.p.: Wiley-Blackwell, 1996),
108.
11
Michele Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge and the Discourse of Language, trans. A.M. Sheridan
Smith (New York: Pantheon Books, 1972), 127.
12
Joann Maria Vasconcellos, “Befriending Ambivalence: Single Women Constructing Identity”
(PhD diss., Boston College, 1999), 2–3.
13
Rudolph M. Bell and Virginia Yans-McLaughlin, Women on their Own : Interdisciplinary Oerspectives
on Being Single (New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press, 2008), 3–4.
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1.1 Cultural history
While historical evidence detailing the Westernised single life is far scarcer than that
which has memorialised married life, historians have not been left entirely at sea on
this topic. In fact, it is largely because of the extant historical record of marriage that
a corresponding record of the alternative construct of singleness exists at all. And yet,
it must also be acknowledged that such a record is both limited and lopsided.
Specifically, the majority of historical insights into the experience of, and attitudes
towards, unmarried individuals are heavily weighted away from single men and
towards single women. In fact, Roona Simpson goes so far as to contend that ‘single
men have been largely excluded from family and social history’.14 There are, of
course, if not legitimate, then at least understandable, reasons why the historical
record tends to speak more of single women than their male counterparts. For
example, the fact that men’s titles and names did not change upon their marriage,
and that they were rarely classified as household dependents, meant that their
presence was not as frequently highlighted in much social and demographic
literature. Similarly, single women’s involvement in the caring and teaching
professions, participation in family life as aunts, nannies, companions and mistresses
and their prominence in fictional literary work may have also facilitated their
heightened historical preservation. And yet despite this, it remains doubtlessly true
that the ‘relative invisibility of bachelorhood [in the record] is also indicative of the
gendered significance of marriage’.

15

Regardless of the correct interpretation of

demographic, historical and cultural factors which has led to the imbalance of the
historical record on this matter, that the single female has been its principal subject
dictates that she also be the principal—though not exclusive—subject of the historical
overview herein.

14

Roona Simpson, “Book Review,” review of The Shadow of Marriage: Singleness in England 19141960, by Katherine Holden,Feminist Review, no. 96 (2010): 20.
15
Simpson, “Book Review,” 97. It should be noted that a large portion of the literature published
within the field of historical singleness studies has been authored by women in contemporary
academia whose work has often, and to some extent or another, been informed by feminist
discourse. As a result, a significant portion of the literature produced by these female academics—
including their argument of the gendered significance of singleness and marriage—has arisen within
the context of their concern for the perceived inequitable plight of single women (as opposed to
single men) throughout history.

6

1.1.1 Europe in the early modern period and beyond
When it comes to understanding the present in relation to the past, our apprehension
of bygone eras is often informed as much by imagination as by accurate
remembrance. Bennet and Froide provide a specific example:
When we imagine the villages, towns and cities of Europe
before 1800, we see these places bustling with nuclear
families—husbands, wives and their children. We know, of
course, that some people were neither spouses nor children,
but they appear to us as random individuals caught
temporarily at awkward points in the game of making
marriages and sustaining conjugal families.16
The historical record tells us that while such an imagining is true, it is only partially
so. Although single individuals were certainly to be found either more or less in
particular geographical regions and during particular periods of that era, there can be
no doubt that they ‘always constituted a significant minority of adults and sometimes
a majority’.17 For example, between 1575 and 1700, unmarried women constituted a
full 27 per cent of the entire English population.18 Contrary to the twenty-first-century
popular consciousness which tends to imagine young maidens of this period being
bartered into marriage in their early to mid-teens, the single English woman generally
enjoyed a period of economic and social independence before marrying, on average
at age 26. For their part single ‘men waited even longer to marry’.19
In fact, unmarried people constituted such a significant part of early modern
European society that it is possible to identify at least three distinct social groupings
of singles during that time. The first of these—the “life-cycle” single—included young
men and women who were yet to marry alongside widows, widowers, and the less
common divorcees. The second category—the “life-long” single—included nuns,
monks, the disabled, the dependent, spinster daughters and aunts, and “kept”

16

Judith Bennett and Amy Froide, “A Singular Past,” in Singlewomen in the European Past, ed. Judith
M. Bennett and Amy Froide (Philadelphia: University of Philadelphia Press, 1999), 1.
17
Bennett and Froide, “Singular Past,” 1–2.
18
Amy M Froide, Never Married: Singlewomen in Early Modern England (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2005), 2.
19
Froide, Never Married, 2.
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women.20 Far from being a marginal group within society, “lifelong” single women
constituted 10 to 20 per cent of the entire adult female population in Europe between
1250 and 1800.21 Finally, an amorphous third category of singles, and especially
single women, tended to move somewhat fluidly between the first two categories,
depending on their personal circumstances and social context. Included within this
third category were servants, prostitutes, unwed mothers, and homosexual
individuals.
Even though single adults, and particularly single women, represented a significant
portion of the population of the early modern period, societal attitudes towards their
life situation tended to fluctuate between ambivalence and negativity. These shifting
attitudes are well-perceived within the evolution of relevant lexical terminology. For
example, prior to the second half of the seventeenth century the English terminology
used to refer to single women—such as “virgin” or “maiden”—‘assumed virginity,
youth or eventual marriage’.22 However, by the second half of the same century so
many single women had come to be engaged in factory work as spinners of textiles,
the occupation and status came to be synonymously identified. At that time,
“spinster” was adopted as a neutral term to denote an unmarried adult woman of any
age, regardless of marital aspirations or even previous marital status. Rather than
being employed as a negative stereotype, the term gave public recognition to
unmarried women as a definitive and significant group within society. However, by
the end of the seventeenth century, public attitudes towards singleness had begun to
harden—largely the result of societal anxiety brought about by an increase of both
anti-marriage sentiment and the number of single women in European society23—
and the “spinster” was increasingly viewed through an inherently negative lens. This
‘movement from recognition to derision’24 eventually recast her role into that of
society’s victim and ‘popular representations of never-married women focused on
20

Laurel Amtower and Dorothea Kehler, The Single Woman in Medieval and Early Modern England:
Her Life and Representation, vol. 263 (Tempe, Arizona: Arizona Center for Medieval and Renaissance
Studies, 2003), ix.
21
Bennett and Froide, “Singular Past,” 2.
22
Froide, Never Married, 159.
23
See Susan S. Lanser, “The Rise of the British Nation and the Production of the Old Maid,” in
Singlewomen in the European Past 1250–1800, ed. Judith M. Bennett and Amy Froide (Philadelphia:
University of Philadelphia Press, 1999), 307–308.
24
Lanser, “Rise of British Nation,” 298.
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how to assist these women and end their (and the nation’s) plight.’25 As the
seventeenth century turned into the eighteenth, a second and more dominant lexical
caricature—that of the “Old Maid”—began to develop. Unlike the pitiable spinster,
the Old Maid was portrayed as being willfully opposed to marriage and exhibiting
‘certain pejorative attributes—such as narrowness of spirit and a tendency to gossip
over teacups’.26 Eventually English society in particular came to regard the Old Maid
as ‘a contaminant, a signifier whose very presence is dangerous’.27 Indeed, the
anonymous author of the satirical eighteenth-century poem, A Satyr Upon Old Maids,
railed against his subjects as ‘odious, [. . .] impure, [. . .] nasty, rank, rammy, filthy
Sluts’, 28 and encouraged them to ‘throw themselves into the “vilest” marriages [. . .]
just to avoid being “piss’d on with Contempt” for their singleness’.29
In scarcely more than a century, England’s single women had gone from featuring
‘in ballads as young virgins pursing love, sex and courtship’,30 to inert victims of
circumstance, and ultimately to objects of public ridicule and derision. Historians
have postulated that the dominant discourse which led to this changing narrative was
substantially nationalistic in form. As Lanser argues, ‘the English construction of the
old maid is connected to an urgent perceived interest in increasing the British
population [. . . and therefore] a dramatic discrediting of the female body that did not
reproduce’.31 Within this nationalistic discourse, single women were regarded as
‘useless to their country. They [were] victims, but even more so [was] Britain’.32
Consequently, the British leadership considered several schemes to decrease the
number of its citizens who remained unmarried. Examples of such schemes include
the proposal of a tax on single individuals, the public auctioning of unmarried
women, directories of eligible spinsters and bachelors and the institution of marital

25

Froide, Never Married, 174.
Katherine R. Allen, Single Women/Family Ties: Life Histories of Older Women (Newbury Park: Sage
Publications, 1989), 22.
27
Lanser, “Rise of British Nation,” 304.
28
Anonymous, Old Maids: Their Varieties, Characters and Conditions (London: Smith, Elder and Co.,
1835). Cited in Lanser, “Rise of British Nation,” 297.
29
Anonymous, Old Maids. Cited in Lanser, “Rise of British Nation,” 297.
30
Froide, Never Married, 167.
31
Lanser, “Rise of British Nation,” 309.
32
Froide, Never Married, 17.
26
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lotteries such as the 1709 Love Lottery: Or, A Woman the Prize.33 By the close of the
eighteenth century, Britain’s unmarried, and particularly her never-married women,
had truly become problematic figures of public ridicule, derision, and scorn.
As the societal status of the unmarried individual—and particularly the unmarried
woman—continued to decline into abject marginality throughout the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries, the status of her married counterpart enjoyed an opposite fate.
As Coontz notes, prior to the industrial revolution ‘marriage was not primarily about
the individual needs and desires of a man and woman and the children that they
produced’.34 Indeed, throughout most of European history, the domestic household
had been comprised of an inclusive grouping of individuals including not only
spouses, parents, and children but also extended family members, apprentices,
servants, orphans, and other adults (most notably, spinsters and widows).
Furthermore, the “family home” had typically been ‘a place where relationships were
aligned just as much around economic activities as personal affections’.35 Whether
child or adult, each individual within the household was expected to take their own
part in the domestic production of goods that contributed to the wider social
economy. Indeed, in Protestant influenced Europe, spouses ‘were warned not to love
one another too much, and parents prepared themselves and their children for
separation. [. . .The] family’s image of itself was thin and insubstantial’.36
However, with the late-eighteenth century industrial revolution came a period of
radical change for both the internal character of the family and its external
relationship with society. This era ‘forged not only an “industrial” or “technological”
revolution, but cut deep into the ground in which the family had been rooted’.37 As
the centre of economic production was increasingly relocated to the factory, and the
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‘banks and stock market replaced family and kin as sources of capital’,38 there began
to materialize a new ideal of marriage and the family that would eventually strip the
family of its ‘wider and public significance [. . . such that it was] left only with
intimacy and “private” relationships as its purpose’.39 By the close of the eighteenth
century, and ‘for the first time in five thousand years, marriage came to be seen as a
private relationship between two individuals rather than one link in a larger system
of political and economic alliances’.40 This newly privatised relationship between
husband and wife further intensified the development of the family unit into its own
unique and self-contained social system. As the newly industralised world
increasingly necessitated the undertaking of employment outside the home (for both
adults and children) it became progressively difficult for a family to balance the need
for such external wage-earning activity along with the ongoing demands of
maintaining their domestic household. While many mothers took their place in the
labor market while their children were still young, once those offspring were of age
to enter the workforce themselves, these women tended to retire from their waged
employment in order to focus on domestic duties.41 Over time, such a societal pattern
led to the conviction that men and women, and especially, husbands and wives,
rightly occupied different, yet complementary, spheres of life—that being,
respectively, the economic and the domestic. In fact, the paradigm of the male
breadwinner and female homemaker—‘which made men and women dependent
upon each other and [insisted] that each gender was incomplete without
marriage’42—became the organising principle not simply of the nineteenth-century
institutions of marriage and family, but also of the internal affective relationships
which now governed both. At the same time, the highly competitive and
individualistic ethos of the newly capitalistic society also increasingly displaced nonbiological family members from the household, until eventually the family home
‘ceased to be like any other place and became an enchanted world populated by
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mythic figures’.43 Such superior positioning of marriage and family—and, by
implication, corresponding marginality of singleness—was only confirmed within
the Victorian era of the nineteenth century in which the Queen herself came to
epitomise the superlative of domestic femininity and her marriage as the embodiment
of the romantic marital ideal.
1.1.2 Colonisation, revolution and the long-nineteenth century in America
Meanwhile, across the Atlantic in the early colonies of the United States, marriage
for women—especially early marriage—was considered exceedingly normative. In a
societal context in which the population of men far outstripped that of women,
singleness was considered to be ‘a sinful state, an evil to be exorcised from
community life because single women menaced the social order’.44 A woman need
only remain single past the age of twenty-three to be classified as a spinster, while
those just three years her senior were ‘dubbed “thornbacks” after an ugly sea skate
with sharp spines’.45 Furthermore, the Blue Laws of the New Haven Colony specified
that the head of the family with whom any single individual resided was to ‘duly
observe the course, carriage, and behavior of every such single person [. . . and] then
complaine [sic] of any such disorder, that every such single person may be questioned
and punished if the case requires it’.46
As time progressed, societal attitudes towards singleness in the early United States
abated a little. Eventually, scorn, fear, and derision came to be replaced with
reproachful, and eventually begrudging, tolerance. Indeed, women who held to the
convention that it was better to remain single than to be miserably married even came
to be treated with some degree of social respect.47 Yet, despite these positive shifts
within the cultural hegemony, the dominant American discourse of the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries continued to regard marriage as the ideal state in which both
men and women would be of best service to society and country. Within the southern
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states of the antebellum period, this ideology resulted in the development of two
alternative constructs of (white) womanhood. The “Cult of True Womanhood”48
‘inspired and encouraged middle to upper-class white women, to fulfill certain
models of femininity, based on marriage, motherhood and domesticity’,49 while its
dialectical alternative, the “Cult of Single Blessedness”, called unmarried women to
a vocation “higher than marriage”, a life of self-abnegation in which they were ‘pious
vessels whose commitment to service, undiluted by the needs of husbands or
children, made them perfect servants of god, family, and community’.50 Following
the Civil War, many “surplus” single women were offered transportation to the West
where they might be matched with frontier men, while others travelled alone to the
frontiers to themselves take up parcels of land. As the US transitioned from an
agrarian to industrial economy, lower-class single women began to find employment
in factories, whilst middle- and upper-class single women pursued professional and
intellectual opportunities, particularly in the fields of teaching and nursing.
Eventually the “Progressive Era” (c.1890–1920), marked by enormous social and
political change, witnessed the highest proportion of single women in US history.51
Unmarried women sought employment in an ever-expanding field of occupations,
built upon their independence, gained the right to vote alongside their married
counterparts, and seized hold of female autonomy as necessitated by the absence of
men in the years of World War I.
1.1.3 The twentieth century in the West
Despite these substantial societal changes, the Western cultural climate at the start of
the 1920s was, nevertheless, still very much shaped by the precedence of marriage
and the family. Public leaders on both sides of the Atlantic began to express
increasing concern at the prevalence of single women in society, not the least due to
the ‘widely publicised belief that [after the Great War] there were one or (by some
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accounts) two million surplus women in the [English] population’.52 Psychologists
and sexologists began to join the harmony of mistrust by pathologising the “inverted”
woman who chose not to pursue normative heterosexual marriage.53 As the earlier
ideology of authentically domestic femininity in marriage was rediscovered, the
single woman came to be progressively re-characterised as rebellious and deviant.
The final years of the 1920s would eventually witness a substantial decrease in both
the number of single individuals in society and in the median age of marriage, thus
making it the ‘decade in which the backlash against single women would develop full
force’.54
However, this period was to prove a mere precursor ahead of the “marriage boom”
that would transpire a few decades later. Alongside a thriving post–World War II
economy, and the need to entice women to vacate their war-time jobs in order to
create employment for returning soldiers, Westernised nations embraced a ‘whole
new brand of enforced domesticity [. . . in which] the highest female calling was the
maintenance of a domestic sanctuary for men on whom they would depend
economically’.55 Reaching its peak in the 1950s, the newly emphasised couplist
society saw platonic same-sex friendships and extended familial relationships
dramatically decline in significance, while ‘committed sex-linked relationships
[became] the most important adult peer relationship’.56 In his 2020 article, ‘The
Nuclear Family Was a Mistake’, Brooks argues that ‘a kind of cult formed around
this type of [nuclear] family—what McCall’s, the leading women’s magazine of the
day, called “togetherness”’.57
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Not only did the era’s discourse insist that women ought to marry, but it also urged
them to marry young so as to better facilitate happy and fruitful marital and family
life. Thus, many Western women of the mid twentieth century tended to marry at
age 20 or 21 (with a large number becoming engaged in their late teens and choosing
to either not pursue or complete college education).58 Indeed, those who reached
adulthood either during, or soon after World War II, became the generation with the
highest marriage rates on record, with 96.4 per cent of American women who came
of age during that period marrying.59 While, ‘of all the decades in the twentieth
century, the 1950s were probably the most difficult time to be a woman and single’,60
the same was not true for single men who, for their part, were generally encouraged
to enjoy their unfettered lifestyle while they may. This legitimisation of
“bachelorhood” was, in no small part, fostered by the unprecedented success of
Playboy magazine (first published in 1953) which sought to ‘invest the bachelor life
with positive content, promoting its masculinity as comprised of refinement in taste
and the pursuit of sensual variation’.61 While bachelorhood provided an alternative
masculine identity which was divorced from the domestic spheres of marriage,
fatherhood, and family, unmarried women continued to be regarded as ‘“frustrated
spinsters” who were in danger of being “left on the shelf”’.62
While the effects of the marriage boom did carry through into the 1960s, a growing
tendency towards counter-cultural movements and social activism gradually eroded
the heightened conformist expectations of the previous decade. As the second half of
the twentieth century dawned, the median age of marriage began to rise significantly,
with an ever-increasing proportion of men and women prioritising their education
and career, and thus choosing not to marry until well into their thirties and even
forties. The introduction of no-fault divorce also served to indirectly rehabilitate the
image of singleness by forcing ‘a very public reckoning with marriage as an institution
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of variable quality’.63 While the burgeoning mainstream feminist movement of the
1970s did little to acknowledge ‘that not every woman’s life would (or should)
include marriage and children’,64 more progressivist feminist voices eventually came
to argue that true and lasting equality for women was not only to be achieved in the
workplace, but also in the recognition that marriage and motherhood did not define
the female identity. Ultimately, the 1970s set the stage for the final decades of the
twentieth century and the initial decades of the twenty-first century in which the
education, professionalisation, economic sufficiency, sexual liberation, and
representation of women in popular culture gave rise to a burgeoning number of
singles, and particularly single women.

1.2 Cultural shift
Since the 1960s, Westernised societies’ attitudes towards marriage, the significance
and shape of romantic partnerships, family formation, and the place of singleness,
have undergone dramatic modification. Although it is important to recognise that
unique demographic differentials such as gender, education, ethnicity and religiosity
all provide some nuance and qualifications to these social trends, it remains
nonetheless true that a general pattern away from marriage is to be observed. For
instance, in the United Kingdom, the 1970 marriage rate of 8.5 marriages per 1000
inhabitants had, by 2010, been almost halved, to just 4.5.65 Similarly, crude marriage
rate for the entire European Union has fallen by almost 50 per cent since 1965, sitting
in 2016 at just 4.4.66 The total percentage of married American adults dropped from
72 per cent in 1960 to just 51 per cent in 2010, while the percentage of those who had
never married rose from 15 per cent to 28 per cent.67 Meanwhile, between 1981 and
2011, Canada experienced a 44 per cent increase in the proportion of their population
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who were unmarried.68 Australia’s 2017 crude marriage rate of 4.6 was the lowest
rate ever recorded69 and, with a drop from 8.01 in 1961 to just 4.59 in 2011, there are
suggestions that ‘New Zealand has become something of a marital wasteland’.70
Demographers and social commentators identify a variety of underlying reasons
behind these pervasive trends, including macro-economic changes and a shift
towards globalisation;71 interpersonal generational distinctions;72 women’s increased
access to birth control, higher education, economic resources, and professional
vocation;73 higher demands for a skilled workforce within the labour market as well
as the ‘booms and busts’ of fluctuating house prices;74 and the privileging of the
pursuit of personal self-realisation and flourishing in affluent society.75 However,
despite the diversity of their viewpoints, there is one thing which sociologists do tend
to all agree on—not only are citizens of post-industrialised, Western nations
consistently choosing to wed later (and thus spend a far great proportion of their lives
unmarried), but the proportion of those who never marry at all is steadily increasing.
There appears to be an ‘unstoppable, large-scale and steady historical trend’ towards
the ‘Globalization of Singlehood’.76
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1.3 Cultural complexities
Of course, it must be recognized that demographic observations and conclusions
cannot account for certain complexities which are inherent to any comprehensive
analysis of singleness as a discursive construct within contemporary society. For
instance, being “unmarried” does not necessarily equate with being “single”. That is,
a strict binary of “married/unmarried” (even when the latter is further catalogued
into “never married”, “widowed”, and “divorced”) does not fully encapsulate the
complex matrix of relational possibilities open to men and women alike in the
twenty-first century. As individuals today contemplate the pursuit of romantic,
intimate, sexual relationships, it is not simply the case that they either choose to
marry or remain single. They may choose to do either, neither, or engage in a unique
combination of both (either subsequently or simultaneously). From long-term
monogamous relationships; a sequence of short-term sexual “hook ups”; civil union;
de-facto partnerships and cohabitation; the denunciation of all and any form of
romantic or sexual relationship; “friends with benefits”; same-sex unions and
marriage; polyamorous arrangements; to civil and/or religious heterosexual
marriage itself—the reality is that ‘censuses and other sources of data do not provide
an appropriate category to report [these realities] under the overall reporting of
marital status’.77 As a result, governmental statistics almost certainly tend towards an
artificially inflated perception of the number of genuinely “single” individuals in
society today.
And yet, even after factoring in the recognition that a significant proportion of those
who are “not married” are, strictly speaking, “not single” either, demographers still
conclude that the proportion of those who are truly single is on the rise. For instance,
growth in cohabitation rates ‘has not been large enough to compensate for the
decrease in the marriage rate’,78 especially amongst those in the earlier decades of
adulthood. As a result, ‘young adult men and women are more likely today, than in
the past, to live without a partner’.79 The demographic factor which perhaps most
accurately evidences the veracity of this claim is that of solo living, which ‘is a
77
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growing trend in all age groups within the adult population’80 of the United
Kingdom,81 the United States,82 and other Westernised nations.83 Kaufmann warns
that so long as ‘the rise in the number of people living alone is described in
descriptive, anecdotal or moral terms, the revolutionary nature of the phenomenon
will remain obscure’.84 And yet, once again, an even more nuanced interpretation of
the demographic data is required, for just as the categories of “not married” and
“single” are inequivalent, neither are the categories of “living alone” and “single”.
Many individuals who are involved in a committed romantic relationship with
another individual, have simply not (yet) married them, or simply do not (yet) cohabit
with them. That is, they would not describe themselves as authentically “single”.
Herein lies the definitional problem. In a society in which there are ‘millions of inbetweens’,85 what does it mean for someone to be single? Vasconcellos laments that
‘it seems that with every choice of definition there are limitations that arise’.86
Sociologists, demographers, and historians working in this field have all been
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compelled to grapple with this problem and, unsurprisingly, have settled at various
points along the definitional spectrum. Where one resource sets the parameters of
singleness as being not legally married,87 another establishes that it refers more
generally to those who are not currently cohabiting or in a serious relationship.88
Where one study is very specific in its terms of reference,89 another is very broad.90
Adding yet another layer of complexity is the fact that the societal classification of
an individual as either single or partnered may be misaligned with that individual’s
self-perception of their own status. That is, where society might regard someone as
partnered because their relationship is judged to be significant and committed in
nature, the members of that partnership themselves may firmly consider the
relationship casual and exploratory, therefore preferring to identify themselves as
being single. Or the opposite may be true.
To complicate matters even further, contemporary definitions and discussions
relating to singleness frequently fail to recognise that a single individual’s unique
context is informed by a complex matrix of factors relating to choice, chance,
circumstance, or change, all of which often ‘shifts along the life course’.91
[T]here are multiple pathways to the “unpartnered never
married status”. Some are single by choice, others would like
to be married someday but have not yet had the opportunity,
others may face psychological or physical challenges that
create obstacles to their ability to form a lasting romantic
union.92
Additionally, while one unpartnered individual might regard their single status to be
commensurate to sexual celibacy or a complete absence of romantic intimacy,
another may hold their singleness as being entirely consistent with a high level of
sexual activity or romantic engagement. Not only this, but as technology and
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industry continue to expand our opportunities to live, work, and relate as citizens of
a global society, individuals who may in fact be married or partnered are increasingly
experiencing life as those who are, to some extent, functionally single. Examples of
this include expatriates, professional executives, and even those serving in the
military who are compelled to live apart from their spouse or partner for significant
lengths of time. Of course, the flourishing phenomena of internet dating means that
the converse is also true—more and more individuals who society might identify as
formally single often designate themselves as being in a committed romantic
partnership, even though the tyranny of distance necessitates that they live quite
separate lives.
In summary, we may conclude that any comprehensive attempt to analyse the
construct of singleness within the secular discourse will be inevitably complicated,
and perhaps even compromised, by the intricately convoluted definitional problem.
And yet, despite such an acknowledgement, the evidence nonetheless demonstrates
that singleness—in all its permutations and manifestations—is indeed of increasing
prevalence and significance in contemporary post-industrialised, developed societies.

1.4 Cultural lag
It would, therefore, be entirely reasonable to anticipate that the experience of being
single might have been ‘reconceptualized in popular consciousness’93 of recent
decades, especially in the sense that it might have become increasingly legitimised
and affirmed. Yet, somewhat confoundingly, the very societies in which singleness
has become so prevalent often remain strikingly intransigent in their cultural
acceptance of it. Before proceeding to explore the evidentiary nature of such an
assertion, it is instructive to first propose a framework by which such an exploration
is best contextualised.
In the early twentieth century, sociologist William F. Ogburn explicated the theory
of “Cultural Lag”. He argued that
[w]hen the material conditions change, changes are
occasioned in the adaptive culture. But these changes do not
93
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synchronize exactly with the change in the material culture.
There is a lag which may last for varying lengths of time,
sometimes indeed, for many years.94
Some sociologists have argued that this theory of “Cultural Lag” explains the
contemporary disconnect between recent demographic shifts towards singleness (i.e.,
the “material conditions”) and the maladjusted “adaptive culture” in which such
shifts have occurred. They contend that contemporary society is caught in the riptide of a palpable cultural lag in which ‘cultural attitudes still blithely endorse and
perpetuate the Ideology of Marriage and Family’,95 despite significant social trends
away from it. Such an ideology is based on the cultural assumptions that ‘couple love,
especially sexual couple love, [has become] the main way to be part of contemporary
culture and be seen as normal’.96 As a consequence, comparisons between
married/partnered individuals and their single peers are inevitable, and usually result
in the ideological conceptualisation of the former as ‘better people—more valuable,
worthy and important’,97 and the latter as those who are ‘deviating from the cultural
norm’.98 In this sense, singleness is confirmed as a socially problematic aberration,
and ‘members of this “deviant” group become public property subject to personal
questions, even from complete strangers’,99 and most especially from their family of
origin.
Having presented the hypothesis that singles are caught in a cultural lag that has been
perpetuated by a persistently prevailing ideology of marriage and family, it is, of
course, necessary to establish whether such a theoretical claim is justified. To do this,
we must examine the evidenced attitudes towards, and reported experiences of,
singles in contemporary society.
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It would be difficult to overstate the profound role that the media and popular culture
have played in informing the contemporary societal consciousness about singleness.
Indeed, several authors working within the field of singleness studies have sought to
explore the media’s fixation on the subject of singleness—or, perhaps more
accurately, its fixation on the “solution” to the subject of singleness.100 They contend
that the teleological quest for love—that finds its fulfilment in the anticipated happilyever-after—is so deeply embedded into much of contemporary popular culture that
the study of singleness is ‘necessarily also a study of how these ideologies of romantic
love operate in our media saturated environment’.101 From reality TV shows such as
Married at First Sight,102 The Bachelor103 and the Bachelorette,104 Dating Naked,105 and
countless others, to bookshelves swelling with romantic fiction, through to the
preponderance of animated and live-action films which reinvigorate the fairy-tale,
the modern preoccupation with the pursuit of romantic love tells ‘of more lonely
hearts and solitary singles than ever before’.106 Because popular culture generally
tends to portray ‘the single woman attempting to get out of her lifestyle and find[ing]
fulfillment through romantic pairing with a male’,107 even popular attempts which
have sought to disrupt this dominant narrative and thereby, in some sense,
rehabilitate the twenty-first century “singleton”—for example, the Bridget Jones’
Diary108 franchise and TV series Sex in the City109—ultimately only serve to reinforce
the meta-discourse of female completion to be found in coupledom. The fact that
contemporary popular culture so rarely depicts the single individual (and most
100
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especially, the single woman) as being content in their unmarried or unpartnered
situation suggests confirmation of the existence of a cultural lag between the material
changes in demography towards singleness and an adaptive culture which continues
to regard the single person as the abject other.
Corresponding to popular culture’s fascination with ideologies of romantic love, are
two supplementary narratives which permeate the broader social consciousness. The
first of these is the “Maturation Narrative”. Alongside completion of education,
leaving home, and securing financial independence, modern sociologists have long
regarded marriage (and childbearing) as necessary milestones that mark the transition
to adulthood.110 The unilaterally increased median age for marriage of recent decades
has led to a growing social lament over the “changing timetable for adulthood”,111
with extended years being spent single increasingly perceived as a “failure to launch”.
Indeed, unmarried and unpartnered adults in their twenties are now frequently
referred to as ‘part of a reckless new group of people called “kidults”’,112 while the
single woman in her twenties and thirties is particularly depicted as reveling in a
prolonged period of girlish preoccupation with trivial matters such ‘shopping, shoes,
pampering, girlie chats’.113 On the other hand, older single women are perceived as
having missed out on the adventures that authentic adult life brings.114 Although,
historically speaking, single men have weathered far less stigma than their female
counterparts, twenty-first-century bachelors have not escaped this narrative entirely
unscathed. Young single men in their twenties are increasingly depicted as ‘grown
but underemployed children sleeping on their parents’ couches’,115 those in their
thirties as commitment-phobic “Peter Pans”, and those who are even older as
troubled “mummy’s boys” who have failed to cut the apron strings. Much of this
stereotyping has arisen because of the theoretical (though disputed) advent of
110
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“emerging adulthood”—a new life-stage characterised by extended adolescence.116
While generational peculiarities suggest some limited justification of these
stereotypes, the persistent tendency to regard those who ‘have not made the journey
into adulthood that romantic love entails [as being] less mature than people who
have’,117 is distinctly at odds with the significant trend towards singleness for people
across the full developmental spectrum of physical, psychological and emotional
maturity.
The second supplementary discourse which arises from a twenty-first-century
ideology of romantic love and marriage, is that of the “Completion Narrative”. While
certainly not the origin of this narrative, the movie Jerry Maguire118 is its near perfect
depiction. As the film reaches its climactic moment, the handsome and professionally
successful male protagonist stares intently at his vulnerable, though charmingly
quirky, love interest and proclaims, ‘I love you. You complete me’.119 Central to the
modern romantic discourse is the construct that ultimate personal fulfilment,
realisation, and even existential completion is to be attained through romantic
partnership. This partner, often referred to as a “soulmate” or “The One”, is
‘someone with whom one can combine love, fidelity, emotional intimacy and
togetherness’.120 The narrative holds that, unless and until an individual is united with
the one who was intended to make them whole, then ultimate self-actualisation and
realisation will continue to elude them. When true personal realisation is only
considered attainable through romantic (and sexual) union with a particular
individual, those who are single are not simply depicted as being destined to live an
unfulfilled life, but as being intrinsically unfulfilled, deficient, and incomplete in their
own selves. This leaves singles and those who are married/partnered in ‘a dualistic
relationship that inevitably places married individuals at the top of the hierarchy’.121
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Further evidence of the maladjustment between cultural reality and cultural ideology
is found in stigma, stereotype, and discrimination which commentators commend
many single people. Historical sociologist Erving Goffman argues that when an
individual is seen to possess an ‘attribute that makes him different from others [. . .]
and of a less desirable kind [. . .] he is thus reduced in our minds from a whole and
usual person to a tainted, discounted one’.122 Secular researchers who evaluate the
societal perception of, and attitudes towards, those who are single, frequently
conclude that singles are indeed generally regarded as being undesirably different to
their married or partnered peers. The result of this is a contextually informed
stigmatisation of the single person.123 For instance, married individuals are broadly
perceived to be more happy, satisfied and content than those who have never married
or who are no longer married.124 Study participants typically paint ‘the lives of singles
in mostly sad strokes, while they filled in the lives of couples with warm and fuzzy
love’.125 Singles are perceived as ‘less extraverted, less agreeable, less conscientious,
more neurotic [. . .] less physically attractive, less satisfied with their lives, as having
a lower self-esteem, and as being less sociable’126 than those who are not partnered.
Studies also suggest that ‘marital status is positively correlated with health and
wellbeing’.127 For instance, Waite and Gallagher’s 2000 publication The Case for
Marriage: Why Married People are Happier, Healthier and Better off Financially, concludes
that married men and women ‘report less depression, less anxiety, and lower levels
of other types of psychological distress’.128 Elsewhere it is has been argued that
married people have longer life spans,129 and are less inclined to commit suicide.130
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Another area of research relating romantic and sexual intimacy to happiness and
well-being is explored in investigation into ‘stigma toward sexually inexperienced
adults and discrimination regarding romantic relationship formation’.131 While it is
clear that contemporary secular singleness does not inevitably result in limited or
delayed sexual experience for all (or perhaps even for most), strong connections
between sexual inexperience and singleness do exist within some demographic
groups, and particularly those who are socially and/or religiously conservative. In
their article ‘Has Virginity Lost Its Virtue?’, Gesselman, Webster, and Garcia
demonstrate that not only do sexually inexperienced adults report ‘higher perceptions
of sexual-experience-related stigmatization than did participants who have engaged
in sexual activities’,132 but nearly all study participants indicated that they themselves
preferred partners who had higher levels of romantic relational experience.133 The
authors conclude that, because ‘intimate relationships are essential to well-being,
especially across the adult life course, it seems that being a late bloomer with sexual
debut could be associated with negative social and interpersonal consequences’.134
Such a conclusion is well demonstrated within the realm of popular culture by films
such as the 2005 release, The 40 Year Old Virgin.135
Other researchers argue that society’s overtly positive perception of romantic
partnering and marriage is expressed in its more positive treatment of individuals
who hold that status. In fact, DePaulo and Morris contend that singles are subject to
a specific form of discrimination—“singlism”.136 This discrimination is not simply
manifested in societal attitudes towards those who are single, but also in ‘laws and
social policies that favour couples over singles’.137 Traister reports that, in the US,
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‘health, life, home, and car insurance all cost more for single people’,138 while Taylor
reviews research that ‘outlines how privileges for the coupled are entrenched at a
governmental level through specific policies and legislative measures’.139 Morris,
Sinclair, and DePaulo conclude that singles are at a significant disadvantage when it
comes to securing housing,140 while Arnold and Campbell suggest that across their
lifetime, ‘unmarried women can pay as much as a million dollars more than their
married counterparts for healthcare, taxes and more’.141 Sociologists working in this
space contend that “singlism” is so deeply entrenched within public consciousness
and social action that it is usually exercised without compunction, intentionality, and
even awareness.142
We have seen that it is contemporary society’s perception that, ‘[h]appily married
couples are healthier, happier, wealthier, and sexier than singles’.143 Yet when these
stereotypical perceptions of single people are compared to the material facts, as well
as to the self-perception of single adults themselves, the conclusions are not nearly so
dialectically apparent. Although many single individuals do feel levels of
dissatisfaction with their relationship status, there is strong evidence to suggest that
this specific sense of dissatisfaction does not equate with general life dissatisfaction.144
For instance, according to Greitemeyer when single and married individuals are
asked to self-evaluate their personal ‘extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness,
neuroticism, openness to new experiences, physical attractiveness, satisfaction with
one’s own life, self-esteem and social ability’,145 the results between the two groups
were genuinely comparable. Additionally, conclusions that married people are
unilaterally healthier than those who are not is in danger of both oversimplifying and
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overstating reality. For example, a 2012 meta-analysis of studies measuring the longterm effects of life events on well-being, found that ‘the initial reaction to getting
married is positive for life satisfaction, but not for relationship satisfaction or affective
well-being. Over time, both life and relationship satisfaction decline’.146 That is, after
the short-lived “honeymoon period”, those who marry generally settle back to their
pre-marital level of satisfaction or dissatisfaction. (This is in contrast to divorcees
who, though experiencing ‘a relatively mild negative reaction’147 at the time of the
event, report an increase in their the subjective well-being over time.148) Other
contextual factors such as age, race, geography, education, and income also further
complicate the intricate matrix of cause and effect between marriage, singleness, life
satisfaction, health, and wealth. But perhaps the most significant factor which is often
overlooked in generalisations about the comparative satisfaction that marriage
brings, is that it tends to be happy marriages and partnerships that allow those
involved, and those looking on, to rate them so highly.149
Despite these qualifying and corrective findings, the pervasive perception of coupled
individuals as being happier, healthier, and better off continues to persist within the
contemporary social consciousness. These ‘yawning chasms between the actual lives
of people who are single and the common perceptions of those lives’150 further
evidences the existence of a cultural lag that leaves many single people feeling
simultaneously visible and invisible. Being regarded as deviant and deficient, as
having failed to attain authentic maturity, as being existentially incomplete, and
stereotyped as sad and afflicted, heightens the single person’s sense of their visibility
within society,151 such that they are very much aware that they exist as the abject
other in a society dominated by ideologies of romance, marriage, and partnership.
However, at the very same time, their marginality often amplifies their sense of being
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invisible within that same society, as being little more than outsiders peering in.152 This
is well exemplified by Donna Ward in the opening pages of her 2020 memoir, She I
Dare Not Name: A Spinster’s Meditation on Life:
The gates have closed. I am beyond the balance of intimacy
and solitude and deep, deep in the territory of she I dare not
name. I am a spinster. I stand in grief and loneliness, the
fractured paragraphs of a discontinued narrative [. . .]
Wrapped in the isolation of a foreigner, the enormity of my
solitude is incomprehensible to others.153

1.5 Cultural reconceptualisation
As Ward continues her lament she reveals that when speaking to others about the
pain she feels as a result of her relational isolation and invisibility her ‘words are
translated as ingratitude for the solitude that everyone desires. I am not ungrateful. I
am ill equipped and want to talk about it, find a way through it’.154 In recognising that
‘practice is outstripping theory [. . . and the] norm of private life is out of step with
the times’,155 single individuals such as Ward are increasingly looking to
reconceptualise their situation—to find a way through it—so as to facilitate their
movement inwards from their position on the margins of society. This centripetal
momentum is undertaken through the crafting of a progressively diverse and
alternative ‘repertoire of stories to explain their singleness to others which reduce the
consequences of stigma in interaction’.156 Three particular themes serve to dominate
their counter-narrative reconceptualizing efforts.
The first of these is most comprehensively recounted by Traister who argues that
contemporary singleness is to be lauded because of its ‘expansion of options, the

152

Anne Byrne, “Singular Identities Managing Stigma, Resisting Voices,” Women's Studies Review 7
(2000): 16.
153
Donna Ward, She I Dare Not Name: A Spinster's Meditations on Life (Crows Nest, Australia: Allen &
Unwin, 2020), 5.
154
Ward, She I Dare Not Name, 5. Emphasis added.
155
Kaufmann, Fairytale Prince, 177.
156
Byrne, “Single Identities,” 23. See also Jill Reynolds and Stephanie Taylor, “Narrating
Singleness: Life Stories and Deficit Identities,” Narrative Inquiry 15, no. 2 (2005). A unique counternarrative is the niche, but growing trend of self-marriage in which singles “marry themselves” as a
defiant response to pro-couple ideology. Self-marriage celebrant, Dominque Youkhehpaz, regards it
as a ‘profound rite of passage into wholeness, trust, self-responsibility, self-liberation, and love
sourced from within’. Dominique Youkhehaz, “Self-Marriage Ceremonies,” accessed 9 February
2017, http://www.selfmarriageceremonies.com/. See also Abigail Pesta, “Why I Married Myself,”
Cosmpolitan, 20 December, 2016.

30

lifting of the imperative that for centuries hustled nearly all (non-enslaved) women
[. . .] down a single highway toward early heterosexual marriage and motherhood’.157
She argues that the rise of the single person (and the single woman in particular) is a
seismic upheaval, ‘the invention of independent female adulthood as a norm, not an
aberration, and the creation of an entirely new population’.158 A 2019 magazine
interview with British actor, Emma Watson, acts as highly visible example of this renarration. In referring to her singleness, Watson spoke about the personal
transformation she had undergone from being cynical about possibility of being both
single and happy, to her current mindset— ‘I never believed the whole “I’m happy
single”’ spiel’, she said. ‘I was like, “This is totally spiel.” It took me a long time, but
I’m very happy [being single]. I call it being self-partnered.’159 This cultural renegotiation of self-sufficient and satisfying singleness’ as normative is also
demonstrated in the increasingly prevalent (though still reasonably uncommon)
practice of self-marriage. Though not yet a legally recognized “union”, the Western
practice of solygamy is ‘part of a self-empowerment movement that started in 2000
and soon became a minor trend’.160 Many of its proponents and participants speak of
it as a ‘deep act of self-acceptance [. . . and a] commitment to self-love’.161 This first
counter-narrative, a constructive reconceptualisation of revolution and redefinition,
is thus one in which single people assert the dignity and legitimacy of their
unpartnered state upon an intransigent culture—though, it is interesting to note that
they still employ that culture’s paradigmatic constructs of marriage and partnership
in order to do so.
Corresponding to the narrative of revolution is another counter-narrative, one of
freedom. Writing in 1996, Chalvon-Demersay remarked that the ‘ideal of
authenticity, which lies at the heart of individual culture, insists that [. . .] we are

157

Traister, All the Single Ladies, 9.
Rebecca Traister, “The Single American Woman,” The Cut, February 21, 2016, accessed on May
6, 2017, http://nymag.com/thecut/2016/02/political-power-single-women-c-v-r.html.
159
Paris Lees, “I’m Not All That My Name Has Come to Mean,” British Vogue, 2019, 177.
160
Allie Conti, “Is Getting Married to Yourself the Next Hot Self-Esteem Trend?,” Vice, January 23,
2015, accessed on February 20, 2020, https://www.vice.com/en_us/article/8gdp8b/marryyourself.
161
Patricia Garcia, “Why Women Are Choosing to Marry Themselves,” Vogue, October 6, 2017,
accessed on February 20, 2020, https://www.vogue.com/article/women-marrying-themselvessologamy.
158

31

under an inescapable obligation to act in accordance with our own desires’.162
Contemporary secular protagonists are increasingly embracing singleness as a mode
of life which both enables and compels individuals to revel in this “inescapable
obligation” to self-indulgence. A clear depiction of this narrative is found in the 2015
New York Magazine article, ‘The Unexpected, Exhilarating Freedom of Being Single
at 41’:
I am now awash in a freedom I did not anticipate and I feel
great, which at times has been unnerving. Am I supposed to
feel this great? I possess none of the traditionally recognized
keys to happiness, no husband, no children. I am alone, a state
which I am supposed to have spent my life trying to avoid.
[. . .] But it also feels like I’ve discovered some sort of secret—
like, Oh my god, you guys, it’s so great over here and no one wants
you to know about it. 163
Having endured decades of comparison and critique, in which their lives have been
consistently cast as substandard, today’s singles—and especially its single women—
are seeking to positively reconceptualise their narrative as one of simplicity, of being
free to do what they like, when they like, why they like.164
A final counter-narrative is perhaps best exemplified in the work of Harvard-educated
social scientist Bella DePaulo, whose current research is devoted to the study and
practice of the single life.165 DePaulo’s rehabilitation of singleness is motivated not
simply by her desire to see improvements in the well-being of single people
themselves, but also by her conviction that single people have much to offer the
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indifferent and even hostile communities in which they exist. In reflecting on
DePaulo’s work, journalist Jessie Singal observes that single people have much to
teach others ‘about what it means to live life according to your own values, about the
oft-forgotten pleasures of solitude, about not putting all your eggs into one social and
emotional basket’.166 As DePaulo relates ample statistics about the higher incidence
of volunteerism amongst singles,167 higher scores in personal growth, development,
self-determination and autonomy,168 higher likelihood of single adults offering advice
and support to others, and caring for their elderly parents,169 the sociologist seeks to
correct the inaccurate caricatures of the reality of singleness and demonstrate that
such caricatures only serve to reveal and perpetuate destructive insecurities about the
constructs of marriage and society themselves.

1.6 Cultural conclusions
At the beginning of this chapter we contended that cultural discourse does not merely
convey knowledge about the social environment in which it operates, but in fact
constitutes that knowledge. More than simply describing inter-personal processes and
behaviours, a cultural discourse actively informs them. Consequently, as discursive
subjects operate within and upon their environment, they come to understand and
determine acceptable modes of being within that same social context. This is done in
relation to the hegemonies intrinsic to the discourse.
This chapter has argued that Western cultural discourse has long been imbued with
a distinct hegemonic ideology of marriage (and more recently, of romantic and sexual
partnership) which has regulated normative patterns of social relationship and
identity. The result of this operative ideology has been a pervasive discernment of the
unmarried life as at best, deficient and at worst, deviant. Throughout Western
history, the single woman has fared especially poorly, having been variously depicted
as ‘an old maid, a spinster, an androgyne, a rebel, a marriage resister, sad, mad or
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bad, embittered, sexless, surplus, celibate, virtuous, a menace, homosexual, a
bachelor woman, or an independent woman’.170
The contemporary social demographic trend towards intentionally extended years of
singleness has not been matched by a reconceptualisation of the validity and benefit
of singleness to the individual and to broader society more generally. Though
tempered a little by the modern proactive counter-narration and reconceptualisations
of singles themselves, a perception of its deficiency staunchly persists within Western
cultural discourse. There remains a pervasive attitude of ambivalence towards the
social identity, value, and belonging for those who do not exist as part of a couple.
In our next chapter we shall turn our attention away from the secular discernment of
singleness in order to explore its positioning within the contemporary Christian
cultural discourse. It will be demonstrated that the secular discourse examined at
length above has played a highly influential role in the theological and pastoral
formation of this aspect of the Christian discourse.
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Chapter 2:
Singleness in Christian discourse
Consistent with broader discursive principles, the Christian constitution and
experience of knowledge is deeply influenced by cultural discourses prevalent within
any given historical moment. As the community of faith, the church thus actively
fashions for itself ‘a culture which reflects a particular interpretive scheme for making
sense of the world around it’.171 What is read, taught, sung, and recited, along with
participatory rituals such as doctrinal statements, creeds, and other modes of formal
or liturgical teaching, all establish propositional meaning and underscore a distinctly
Christian mode of being. And yet, the formation of Christian discursive culture goes
well beyond the contributions of the formal and liturgical. Indeed, contemporary
Christian discourse is increasingly informed by a rich and diverse array of meaningmaking and shaping influences. Of particular significance are Christian books and
other literary resources which play a highly influential role within the broader
Christian discourse, garnering over 583.7 million dollars of sales revenue in 2018 in
the US alone,172 and with what was projected to be a total global library of almost 9
million by 2017.173 A technologically saturated digital culture, and an increasingly
global society has also ensured that Christian TV, radio, music, podcasts,
conferences, sermons, websites, blogs, and social media commentary also contribute
significantly to the broader discourse. Such discourse is also recursive in character.
That is, the teaching and perspectives of Christian leaders, theologians, preachers,
commentators, and authors are, in no small part, reciprocally informed by their
interaction with the broader Christian culture, while the broader community who
fashions such culture are also products of the teaching and educative formation they
have received at the hands of such key individuals.
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Given all of this complexity, it is essential to recognise that any attempt to provide a
comprehensive analysis of singleness within “the Christian discourse” is a practical
impossibility. It is simply not feasible to speak of “the Christian discourse”—or “the
church” or “the Christian culture”—as if referring to a monolithic and standardised
set of Christian beliefs, attitudes, and constructs of meaning. In reality, there are
many “christianities” within contemporary Christianity and many “churches” within
the church. In fact, in their 2017 demographic survey, Johnson, Zurlo, Hickman, and
Crossing conclude that upwards of 47,000 distinct Christian denominations and over
5,520,000 individual church congregations exist throughout the globe today.174 Not
only this, but they also project that these figures will respectively rise to 55,000 and
7,500,000 by 2025.175 The fact that no definitive listing of all such denominations and
sects exist is, itself, evidence of the immense diversity of what constitutes, or claims
to be constituted, within the twenty-first-century Christian landscape.
Adding another layer of complexity to any attempted discussion of a generic
Christian discourse is the profound significance of ethnic, geographical, and
linguistic diversity. Over the last century, the epicentre of Christianity has undergone
a seismic shift. Where, in 1910, 80 per cent of all Christians resided in either Europe
or North America, this figure has more than halved throughout the course of the last
century and now sits at under 40 per cent.176 The majority of twenty-first-century
Christians are now located in the “Global South”—that is, Africa, Asia, and Latin
America. Indeed, it is projected that by 2050, ‘Africa could be home to more than 1
billion Christians’.177 This geographical shift—and the diversification of cultural
expressions and manifestations of Christian belief and practice that it necessary
entails—has obvious implications for any attempt to define, or even simply describe,
a dominant Christian discursive culture.
Considering the present impossibility of demarcating “the”, or even “a”
contemporary Christian discourse, the task of this chapter—and indeed, this thesis—
174

Johnson et al., “Christianity 2017,” 9. This is an increase from 1,600 and 400,000 respectively in
1900.
175
Johnson et al., “Christianity 2017,” 9.
176
Todd M Johnson and Brian J Grim, The World's Religions in Figures: An Introduction to International
Religious Demography (West Sussex, UK: John Wiley & Sons, Ltd., 2013), 12.
177
Johnson and Grim, World’s Religions, 14.

36

necessitates the establishment of certain parameters that narrow the positioning of
singleness within the Christian discourse to a distinct and identifiable context. Of
course, the challenge in such an endeavour is to avoid parameters so narrow that they
lead to idiosyncrasy, and so broad that they become obstructively generic. A number
of contributing and, in some cases, limiting factors must also be considered. For
example, an in-depth examination of discursive culture requires a sufficient archive
of available resources that provide accurate and detailed insight into said culture. The
relatively recent timing of the geographical relocation of the Christian epicentre to
the Global South, combined with the ongoing concentration of wealth, education,
and opportunity in the West, has meant that the majority of contemporary Christian
resources still tend to preference a Western and developed discourse. Furthermore,
although the majority of Western Christians are Roman Catholic adherents
(estimated at approximately 50 per cent of all Christians),178 the overwhelming
prevalence of resources relevant to the topic of singleness tend to be Protestant in
foundation.179 To be even more specific, the preponderance of contemporary
discursive resources on the topic of singleness (as well as marriage and family) have
been generated from within a theologically conservative, evangelical tradition, the
adherents of which constitute almost half of all Protestants,180 and therefore almost
20 per cent of all Christians worldwide.
One key reason for the volume of Protestant, and especially evangelical resources,
produced on this topic is that the non-magisterial character of Protestantism
facilitates the production of a diverse library of literature pertaining to all manner of
topics, including that of singleness. Such resources are produced by an array of
authors, leaders, theologians and teachers, from a variety of backgrounds, and who
promote a range of divergent opinions on the topic. This is in contrast to the Roman
Catholic discourse regarding singleness which has been predominantly established
by the Magisterium—that is, the teaching office exercised by the Bishops and Pope.
While this approach does not preclude other discursive voices within the tradition
seeking to contribute to the broader discussion, the doctrinal basis of Roman
178
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Catholicism means that such voices are, more or less, likely to confirm the tradition’s
official, definitive, and infallible magisterial teaching. The fact that evangelical voices
have been more vociferous regarding singleness (and related topics) than their liberal
and theologically progressive Protestant counterparts has been in no small part due
to their generally more conservative theological approach to sexuality and marriage.
As shall be evidenced, where a Christian denomination, congregation, or leader
holds to a historically traditional view of sex as divinely intended to belong within
the sole context of marriage between a man and a woman, an emphasis on
explicating that position to a world—and even a church—which increasingly regards
it as both bizarre and outdated tends inevitably to follow. As a consequence, in
relatively recent history the topics of singleness, sex, dating, marriage, and family
have become the subject of much enthusiastic evangelical attention.
So it is that, in light of this chapter’s reliance upon relevant and available resources,
the analysis that follows will unapologetically seek to engage with a Christian
discourse that is predominantly—though not exclusively—Western, Protestant, and
evangelical in character. Consequently, and unless otherwise noted, where the term
“Christian” is employed throughout this chapter, the reader should understand it as
referring to that specific discursive context.

2.1 Diversity and uniformity
As we turn to analyse the place and positioning of singleness within contemporary
Christian discourse, it is critical to recognise that the library of relevant resources
reflect significant elements of both diversity and uniformity. Its diverse discursive
character is exemplified in a range of ways. For instance, it is not only those resources
with an exclusive focus on singleness which have been instrumental in the topic’s
shaping and formation within the discourse. While many resources do indeed have
a particular focus on singleness as an independent subject of inquiry, the broader
dialogue on the topic has also been significantly framed with reference to the related
topics of marriage, romance, sexuality, dating, family life, friendship, and
community more generally. This is well-demonstrated by the fact that articles on
singleness which have published by numerous major Christian websites and online
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resource libraries,181 are very often not to be found under general “Christian Living”
or “Relationship” categories, but are instead often subsumed under the categorical
headings of “Marriage” or “Family”. Diversity amongst the relevant resources is also
reflected in the variety of resource types. For instance, journal articles182 and
academic theses,183 sit alongside substantial chapters, essays, or discussions published
within scholarly books on the broader area of human relationships, sexuality or
Christian ethics.184 Other resources are located within the more accessible category
181
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of mass-market Christian literature, with many perhaps best described as belonging
to a Christianised ‘self-help’ genre.185 A third category of resources, perhaps best
regarded as landmark Christian resources on the topic of singleness,186 employ a
combination of biblical, theological, historical, sociological, and/or ethical reflection
as they seek to question the prevailing assumptions regarding Christian singleness. A
fourth category, developed in more recent years, include electronic articles published
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in various online libraries, collections, and blogs.187 Most of these resources aim to
strike a balance between theological reflection and pastoral application, but are often
187
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hampered by the restrictions of the format. A final category includes audio-visual
resources such as sermons,188 conference talks,189 podcasts,190 and short video
interviews or panel discussions191 with reputed Christian personalities, or produced
by significant Christian churches, ministries, and organisations.
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Widespread diversity is also exemplified geographically, with authors from a range
of countries including the US,192 the UK,193 Ireland,194 Continental Europe,195
Canada196 and Australia,197 amongst others. Yet, just as significant is the full range of
denominational contexts represented, including broadly (or non-affiliated)
evangelical,198

Baptist,199

Southern

Baptist,200

Presbyterian,201

Anglican

or

Episcopalian,202 Pentecostal,203 alongside the addition of a smaller number of
resources by Mennonite204 and Jesuit/Roman Catholic205 authors.
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The degree of diversity characterising the Christian discourse on this topic is only
further explicated by the complexity of the definitional task. In one sense, Christian
authors generally tend to view the construction of a coherent definition of
“singleness” as a far more straightforward task than their secular counterparts. Where
a church or denomination holds to historically traditional theology of marriage and
sexuality (as tends to be the case within the evangelical tradition), a Christian
individual is typically categorised as being single unless they are married, or perhaps
affianced. In this sense there is a rather simple definitional dichotomy at play within
the contemporary Christian discourse. One is either married (or about to be married)
or one is “single”.
However, what is the subject of significantly less agreement is the potential
correlation of the term “celibacy” (and related cognates) with the term “single”.
While some authors employ the two terms without distinction, others are far more
precise in their use of the terminology. For some, the term celibacy is used to
specifically refer to intentional, committed, lifelong and sometimes consecrated
romantic and sexual abstinence.206 Others employ the term as a simple reference to
the abstinent lifestyle that those who are not currently married are called to
undertake, or even simply to the situation of being unmarried.207 Still others seek to
forge a middle way, suggesting that celibacy ought to be understood as an
intentionally vowed state, but not irrevocably so.208 Such terminological
independence and inter-dependence shall be explored in more detail throughout the
course of this thesis.
In conclusion then, Christian discursive resources which speak to the subject of
singleness truly are extraordinarily diverse in terms of style, substance, structure, and
setting. And yet, despite this diversity there remains one startling point of near
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uniformity common to the vast majority of them. Almost without exception, the
library of resources on this topic either tends to depict the unmarried Christian as a
problematic individual within the broader believing community, or evidences the
problematic experiences of unmarried Christians within the broader church. That is,
the point of discursive uniformity is located within the single Christian’s perceived
lack of discursive conformity.
A particularly visible substantiation of such an assertion can be observed in basic
demographic analysis of the constitution of Westernised evangelical church
membership. For instance, Colón and Field contend that, while unmarried
individuals comprise approximately 50 per cent of American adults who ‘say they
have made a personal commitment to Jesus Christ [. . .] singles are less likely to
attend church than those who are married’.209 This is further evidenced by the fact
that, although 28 per cent of the entire 2014 adult population of America had never
been married in 2014,210 (a figure that almost doubled to 54 per cent for those between
the ages of 18-49)211, those who had never married represented only 18 per cent of
Protestant congregations in 2018.212 In Australia, the proportion of married adults in
churches in 2016 (65 per cent) was significantly higher than their proportion in
society (48 per cent).213 Although widows and widowers were also proportionally
over-represented in the church (10 per cent in churches, compared to 5 per cent in
the broader population),214 the rate of those who were divorced or separated was onethird less (6 per cent in churches, compared to 9 per cent in the broader population).
Furthermore, while those who had never married constituted 28 per cent of the 2016
Australian population, they constituted only 17 per cent of Australian church
attendees.215 On the other side of the globe, while less than half of the population of
the UK were married in 2014, three out of every five individuals who regularly
209
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attended a place of worship in that same year were married.216 Furthermore, while
over 12.4 per cent of the married population attended church at least once a month,
only 6.7 per cent of their never married counterparts did the same.217 These selected
statistical examples demonstrate that, when compared to the broader general
population, Western Christian churches (and particularly Protestant churches) boast
a significantly higher proportion of married attendees and a correspondingly lower
representation of their single counterparts (with the exception of widows and
widowers). Such demographic conclusions bolster the assertion of single people’s
marginality within the contemporary Christian church.
Providing further evidence for the claim that singles ‘have been largely ignored,
marginalised and uncatered for in much of our church life’,218 is the reported
experiences of single Christians themselves. While there is a preponderance of
Christian resources which relate various anecdotal experiences of single individuals,
unfortunately there has been very little formal study, data gathering, and analysis
done in this area. One notable exception is the UK-based group Single Christians
Ltd., which sought to analyse data collected from an independent survey219 alongside

216

David Pullinger, “The Numbers of Single Adults Practicing Christian Worship,” accessed May 2,
2017, http://www.singlefriendlychurch.com/downloads/yougovsccvmlowresrpt25jan2015-(2).pdf.
217
Pullinger, “The Numbers of Single Adults Practicing Christian Worship,” 11.
218
Clive Calver, “Foreword,” in One of Us: Single People as Part of the Church, ed. Steve Chilcraft
(Milton Keynes: Nelson Word, 1993), 12.
219
David Pullinger, “Singleness in the UK Church,” Single Friendly Church, accessed May 8, 2017,
http://www.singlefriendlychurch.com/what-do-single-christians-say-about-church/about-theresearch. and David Pullinger, “Singleness in the UK Church: Data- Survey Numbers
Summarised,” Single Friendly Church, accessed May 8, 2017,
http://www.singlefriendlychurch.com/downloads/data--survey-numbers-summarised.pdf. This
2012 survey was undertaken by online dating organisation, Christian Connection
(http://www.christianconnection.com). A self-selected sample of 3174 individuals responded,
including a significantly higher number of female respondents (71 per cent), compared to male
respondents (29 per cent). 81 per cent of respondents identified themselves as weekly church
attenders, with another 8 per cent indicating that they attend church at least once a month. As noted
by the survey analyst, there are a number of factors which may potentially distinguish the specific
responses given by these respondents from those which might have been given by other unmarried
Christians in the UK. For example, the self-selecting sample was primarily constituted of individuals
proactively seeking to find a life-partner through online dating (i.e., they did not wish to remain
single). Furthermore, online activity (including subscription to online dating services) may indicate a
somewhat higher level of disposable income (and therefore possibly also higher levels of education).
Nonetheless, analyst Dr David Pullinger concludes that ‘[d]espite the caution [. . .] the number of
respondents that are single and church-going, in a range of types of households and types of area and
paid for work’ indicate that the sample ought to be considered favourably
(http://www.singlefriendlychurch.com/what-do-single-christians-say-about-church/about-theresearch).

46

their own quantitative and qualitative research,220 to better understand the personal
experiences of single Christians. According to their analysis, 67 per cent of single
respondents felt that marriage is the expected and accepted lifestyle in the church; 40
per cent agreed it was presumed there was something wrong with them because they
were single (with another 20 per cent responding neutrally to that question); 43 per
cent agreed that the church didn’t know what to do with them because they were
single; 27 per cent felt inadequate or ignored in their churches; 37 per cent claimed
that although the church says it is family, it does not treat singles as family members221
(with this figure rising to over 50 per cent for respondents over the age of 45);222 61.85
per cent felt that their church leader’s advice on relationships and issues of singleness
was either not relevant, unhelpful, or virtually non-existent;223 and only 33 per cent
of respondents had ever discussed their singleness with a church leader on a one-toone basis (with just one quarter of those conversations having been instigated by the
leader themselves).224 One of the chief reasons provided for why unmarried
Christians felt isolated and alienated in their church communities was the overabundance of sermon illustrations which centred on marriage and family life.225 This
is consistent with the anecdotal observations of others who note that church bulletins
are often ‘full of Sunday school classes for engaged couples, married couples, married
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couples with pre-schoolers, married couples with teenagers, empty nesters, etc.’.226
This UK-based data echoes Christian literature from the United States, which reports
that not only do nearly 50 per cent of unmarried adults often feel treated with
ambivalence within their church community,227 but almost 60 per cent have
considered leaving their church, or stopping going to church altogether, due in some
part to their singleness.228

2.2 A recent reinvention
It has not always been the case that single Christians have felt distinctly marginalised
or alienated within their believing communities. As Deshpande observes, at ‘different
times in the history of God’s people either the call to celibacy or the call to family life
has been proposed as the spiritually superior’.229 As such, just as our previous chapter
undertook an archaeological endeavour with respect to the secular discourse, it is
instructive for us to here do the same with specific reference to the theological and
pastoral contours of the church’s historical approach to singleness. However, because
a subsequent chapter shall undertake a detailed analysis of singleness (specifically
with respect to the theological construct of virginity) within the first fifteen hundred
years of the church’s history, our discussion here shall focus on its discursive
historical development of singleness from the time of the Reformation onwards.
Throughout the course of the first millennium and a half of the Christian church, the
superiority of what we would today refer to as “singleness” was considered a matter
of critical theological importance and, at some points, even an issue that was seen to
separate the orthodox from the heretic. It was not until the Protestant Reformation
in the sixteenth century that the prevailing ‘suspicious attitude towards marriage
changed dramatically’230 within the community of faith. Initially, leading reformers
sought to bring about a more even-handed approach to the alternate states of
marriage and singleness, affirming that both were equally godly vocations. However,
as theological and institutional reform continued to sweep the continent, and the
226
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allegedly widespread sexual corruption of church leaders became increasingly
identified as an urgent ethical crisis, marriage eventually became ‘one of the litmus
tests of a commitment to reform’.231 Indeed, by 1525, nearly all of the most prominent
reformers had married and ‘the priest, set apart by his celibacy [. . .] yielded place to
the parson as a good family man’.232 Luther’s teaching, writing and his own life,
became a primary example of this theological over-correction. Driven by the
perception that post-fall human sexuality was compelled by uncontrollable and
disordered lust, Luther came to understand marriage as a necessary remedy for the
fallen concupiscence of humankind. He contended that no Christian person should
remain unmarried ‘unless he be especially called by God, like Jeremiah [16:2], or
unless he finds God's grace to be so powerful within him that the divine injunction,
“Be fruitful and multiply”, has no place in him’.233 By the end of the Reformation,
the Protestant pendulum had swung so far away from the early and medieval
church’s historical position, that marriage had been made ‘normative, a positive duty
[. . . and] family the basis of a new understanding of a healthy society’.234 Although
its non-magisterial character meant that there was no binding or prescriptive
theological formulation concerning the primacy of marriage within Protestantism,235
in actual practice ‘the familization of Christianity since the Reformation [. . . has
meant] the presumption that the first way of life among Christians is marriage and
family’.236
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And yet it would be a mistake to presume that a twenty-first-century understanding
of what constitutes the good married and family life is synonymous with an historical
understanding of the same. In the previous chapter it was argued that, ‘for most of
history, marriage was not primarily about the individual needs and desires of a man
and woman and the children that they produced’.237 According to Gillis, this was also
certainly true of Protestantism prior to the nineteenth century:
The equanimity with which Protestants treated their own
family members was a product of both their theocentric
religious convictions, which made God the sole centre of their
affections [. . .] and the commandment to honour thy parents
[as] applied to all fathers and mothers, not just to one’s own.
Spouses were warned not to love one another too much, and
parents prepared themselves and their children for separation.
[. . .T]he family’s image of itself was thin and insubstantial,
and the home in heaven presented itself much more vividly
than did any earthly dwelling’.238
However, as the industrial revolution took hold and the newly invigorated ideal of
marriage and the family, based primarily around bonds of affection, began to
materialise, the individual’s experience of the world became progressively
compartmentalised into the distinct spheres of the public and the private. In
particular, the household dwelling—previously the four walls that had provided
shelter to its inhabitants as they worked together as a relational unit of production
and welfare—became reshaped as a place of retreat and refuge. As a consequence,
Christianity was increasingly pushed ‘out of the public sphere into the cozier but
much less significant private sphere’,239 and middle-class Protestants in both Europe
and America ‘gave up trying to create a godly society and retreated to making a godly
home’.240 It is this nineteenth-century reinvention of marriage and family—and its
later reimagining in the middle of the twentieth century—that forms the basis of the
sentimental ideal which dominates the contemporary Western Christian landscape
today. Through the series of historical and social developments identified in the
extended discussion of our previous chapter, the 1950s ultimately came to be
regarded not simply as the “golden age” of marriage and family in which the mid237
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century ‘cultural consensus that everyone should marry [. . .] was like a steam roller
that crashed every alternative view’,241 but as the idealised expression of Christian
morality and social responsibility in action. Indeed, a 1957 US survey revealed that
80 per cent of individuals of this period classified a preference to remain single as
being sick, neurotic, and even immoral.242
Given the rapidity of social revolution and influence of disillusionment which
characterised the subsequent decades, the ‘power that the notion of “The Family”
[still] continues to exercise over the modern imagination’243 is nothing less than
remarkable. While an array of social, economic, and political dynamics have all
contributed to the ongoing sanctity of this (admittedly, more ambiguous) ideal, the
contribution

of

the

Christian

church—and

in

particular

of

evangelical

Protestantism—ought not be overlooked.
The ideological revolutionary decades of the latter half of the twentieth century
triggered a particular drive from within the rank and file of North American
Protestantism who perceived an urgent need to rescue the “traditional family”—
idealised through the nostalgic lens of the 1950s—from decline and destruction. As
such, the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s became marked by evangelical church leaders’
campaigns for a return to the perceived “traditional family values” of the past.
Specifically, prominent evangelical Christian leaders such as James Dobson, Pat
Robertson, Tim LaHaye, Gary Bauer, and James Robinson began to equate the
Christian nuclear family—specifically, the breadwinner husband and homemaker
wife—with “The American way of life”.244 Marriage and parenthood became heavily
promoted as the most noble of all Christian aspirations, especially for women.
Ministry organisations such as Dobson’s Focus on the Family began to open leadership
institutes, hold conferences and publish literature, magazines, radio programs, and
films, all of which reflected their focus on the moral imperative and normativity of
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marriage and family for the believer. Indeed, half a century later the same theological
commitment is still asserted in Focus on the Family’s contemporary vision statement:
Ultimately, we believe that the purpose of life is to know and
glorify God through an authentic relationship with His Son,
Jesus Christ. This purpose is lived out first within our own families
then extended, in love, to an increasingly broken world that
desperately needs Him.245
Christian literature of that time also began to aggressively foster that notion that the
Christian ideals of marriage and family—still memorialised by the mid-century
golden age—were under great threat from the corrupting society that lay right outside
the church doors. For instance, the front cover of Dobson and Bauer’s 1991 book,
Children at Risk, warned that ‘[i]t’s not just the kids across the street. It is your children
at risk’,246 whilst LaHaye’s 1982 title, The Battle for the Family, claimed to identity
fifteen different forces—or enemies—that posed a serious threat to Christian
homes.247 The advent of feminism, expanded access to abortion, rising divorce rates,
“value-free” education, a corrupted and corrupting media, the gay-rights movement,
and other social developments led evangelicals of the time to increasingly place ‘in
opposition to all these things what they call the “traditional”, “biblical”, and even
“natural” family’.248 As the gap between secular and Christian ideology continued to
widen, evangelicalism became even more urgently fixated on the “survival” of the
nuclear family within the Christian community. As observed by James Davison
Hunter in 1987, the result was that
the significance of the family has achieved dimensions
perhaps never before seen [. . . having] in recent times become
a symbol to Evangelicals, a symbol of social stability and
traditional moral virtue [. . .] its survival in the modern world
has become perhaps the highest priority on the Evangelical
social agenda.249
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The ongoing significance of this theological and ethical narrative within latetwentieth century and early twenty-first century Christian discourse has meant that
the ‘alliance between Christian theological commitments and the “sanctity” and
stability of families is so taken for granted in public discourse that phrases like
“Christian family values” roll off the tongues of participants and pundits alike’.250
Indeed, within contemporary Western Protestantism, and especially evangelicalism,
‘to be a good Christian is taken to be inseparable from being a good family man or a
good wife and mother’.251
Christian leaders, whose chief concern continues to be to protect the “traditional”
and symbolic nuclear family, have failed to recognise that when referring to ‘the
Christian family, the traditional family or traditional family values, they are really
referring to the prototypical nineteenth-century bourgeois family’,252 and its
remarkably brief heyday in the 1950s and early 1960s. Despite the fact that the
contemporary concept of the Western nuclear family ‘is strikingly different from any
traditional family that writers of the Bible would have known’,253 dominant groupings
within today’s evangelical Christian discourse continue to equate marriage and the
“traditional nuclear family” with a biblical ideal, alongside its pursuit and
prioritisation as the highest Christian moral imperative.
It should thus be of no surprise that the unmarried form of Christian life is now
typically regarded as intrinsically problematic and even disordered. As the relevant
literature and resources are examined more closely, what will become clear is that
this ‘passive and palliative’254 discursive response to singleness is specifically related
to three distinct, though connected aspects, of the single Christian existence–its
defining characteristics, its perceived value, and its place belonging within the
believing community.
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2.3 Defining characteristics
Writing from a secular perspective, Morgan observes that ‘a strong strain in
contemporary psychology and psychotherapy identifies singleness as unnatural, a
state of lacking’.255 That same perception has been carried over into the teaching and
ministry of the contemporary church such that singleness is ‘often treated as a form
of failure within the Christian community’.256 As shall be demonstrated, Christian
discourse generally regards the single life as being characteristically deficient,
aberrant, unfulfilled, and requiring of extraordinary spiritual empowerment.
2.3.1 Deficient
That the social construct of singleness lacks any sort of independent or internally
defined character, is demonstrated by the fact that it is consistently defined against
the alternative of marriage. That is, because the term “single” is used synonymously
with the terms “unmarried” or “not married” (or perhaps, more generally,
“unpartnered” or “not part of a couple”) the fundamental determining factor in
describing who a single person is, is grounded in a description of who or what they
are not. The single person is not a husband, not a wife, not part of a couple. Notably,
however, the equivalence does not work in reverse. Even though singleness was the
original state of all human beings—a state which, for some, is changed through the
act of marriage—it is not accepted social parlance to refer to married individuals as
being “un-single” or even “ex-single”. The ultimate effect of this imbalance is the
privileging of marriage as a naturally defining aspect of identity, alongside a
corresponding amplification of the sense in which singleness is characterised as a
“deficit identity”.257
These problematic linguistic habits are not limited to the secular sphere, for the
church follows the same pattern of describing singleness as that which is not
marriage. In a 2017 article addressed to Christian pastors, DeMars suggests various
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reasons why Christians are single. He writes that, ‘some young members simply
haven’t found a spouse yet, some members have lost a spouse and are now
widows/widowers, and some may have been divorced earlier in life and have yet to
or may never remarry’.258 That is, single Christians are defined as those who were
either once married, or are not married yet. The title of a 2017 book on the topic—
Not Yet Married: The Pursuit of Joy in Singleness and Dating259—also evidences the
caricatured deficiency of the single state as that which is not yet (or perhaps is no
longer) marriage. Where the church prescriptively defines singleness by what it is not
or what it lacks, it ultimately characterises the single Christian life as one of negation.
Allberry concludes that this ‘defining by negation reinforces the idea that there is
nothing intrinsically good about singleness, it is merely the situation of lacking what
is intrinsically good in marriage’.260 This deeply ingrained assumption about the
deficiency of singleness grossly impedes the single Christian’s endeavour to construct
a positive internal and social identity for themselves. By definition they are
characterised as the abject other.
2.3.2 Aberrant
The deficiency of singleness is only further amplified by the theological ideals and
pastoral practices of the Christian community which has long conferred on it an
aberrant status. For instance, Frank Stagg’s 1977 ‘Biblical Perspectives on the Single
Person’ refers to the normativity of marriage for the Christian on more than 12
occasions in just 19 pages.261 In 1989, David L. Smith asserted that ‘[m]arriage and
family is the most important lifestyle found in the Bible. One must conclude,
therefore, that it is normative for Christians’.262 Article XVIII of the 2000 United
States Southern Baptist Convention’s ‘Baptist Faith and Message’ states that, ‘God
has ordained the family as the foundational institution of human society’.263 In 2004, wellknown Protestant theologian Andreas Köstenberger affirmed that ‘to most Western
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Christians it appears self-evident that marriage is the normal state’.264 Speaking in 2006,
then “celebrity” pastor and preacher Mark Driscoll stated that ‘the Bible elevates
marriage, it embraces marriage, and marriage is to be honoured and to be preferred’.265
In that same year, author Debbie Maken contended that, ‘virtually all of our
Christian forefathers regarded protracted singleness as unbiblical and believed that
young adults were under a divine duty to marry without undue delay’.266 In 2016,
John F. MacArthur—recognised as one of the ‘25 Most Influential Preachers of the
Past 50 Years’267—was speaking at a significant Christian conference when he
commented that as a pastor, he believes it is his responsibility to ‘exhort young people
to find someone who loves Christ and make them a life partner and grow together in
love. Love and marriage is a command, isn’t it? It’s a command.’268
These particular references to the normativity and, indeed, moral imperativity of
marriage for the Christian are simply selected examples from within a broader but
remarkably uniform discourse. As numerous commentators have critically observed,
modern Western Christianity encourages individuals to ‘hope for the realization of
God’s “plan” embodied in marriage’;269 models marriage ‘as a goal which will
provide the answer to loneliness and questions of identity and which will satisfy “the
need for success”;270 often places ‘family as the church’s first priority after the worship
and service of God, thus granting the church itself a lower priority’;271 and promotes
marriage and family as ‘the first way of life among Christians’.272
In his 2018 book, Breaking the Marriage Idol: Reconstructing Our Cultural and Spiritual
Norms, US theologian Kutter Callaway contends that this contemporary Christian
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prescription of marriage has largely been facilitated by an undiscerning adoption of
‘certain assumptions about human life and flourishing that are rooted far more in
popular music, film, and television than in the historic Christian tradition’.273
Jonathan Grant concurs, arguing that ‘the church has absorbed many of the same
perspectives [as the world] and so has come to reflect the surrounding culture rather
than transform it’.274 One particular sense in which the borrowed aberrancy of secular
singleness has come to be manifested within the Christian discourse has been in the
development of a Christianised version of the secular “Maturation Narrative”.
Because spiritual growth is a foundational aspect of Christian identity and
experience, the discourse strongly encourages individual believers to proactively
pursue the gradual process by which they progressively reach spiritual adulthood or,
in theological parlance, undergo sanctification. In recent times, the establishment of
a romantic and sexual relationship, enacted in marriage, has become central to the
hope of attaining such spiritual maturity. Indeed, the Christian discourse has often
transformed the secular “Maturation Narrative” into its own “Sanctification
Narrative”. An example of this can be found in the work of Albert Mohler, President
of the prestigious Southern Baptist Theological Seminary and described as ‘one of
America’s most influential evangelicals’.275 In a 2009 article Mohler suggests that
there are thirteen vital qualities which mark ‘the emergence of a man who will
demonstrate true biblical masculinity’.276 The first five of these marks focus entirely
on a man’s role as a husband and father. That is, a “boy becomes a man” when he
exhibits maturity sufficient to lead a wife and children, be a responsible husband and
father, hold an adult job and handle money for the sake of his family, use his physical
strength to protect his family, and fulfil his sexual potential as a man within the
context of marriage.277 Because of this equation of marriage (and parenting) with
spiritual maturity and sanctification, singleness—especially where it is extended or
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preferred—is often embedded with the sinister motivation of selfishness. For
instance, MacArthur refers to the heart of ‘terminal singleness’ as being ‘escalating
self-preoccupation,

personal

ambition,

personal

development,

personal

promotion’,278 while Mark Driscoll comments that
[w]hen you’re a single guy, you kinda come and go, do as you
please. Your schedule is your own. Your money is your own.
Your place is your own. You can do as you please. Married–
totally different; you’re asking this question: ‘Sweetheart, how
can I love and serve you?’279
Segal similarly argues that, while ‘selfishness might be just as rampant in marriage
[. . .] the single life by nature caters to and cultivates it. Each day, you’ll make most of
your decisions based on what you need and want’.280 He maintains that ‘[e]ntitlement
is one of the great dangers of singleness’,281 and that ‘there is no unchecked life like
the single life. It can be very easy to live wildly and unwisely’.282 The “Sanctification
Narrative” frequently depicts marriage as ‘about sacrifice and service and looking
after the other’,283 while conversely representing the single Christian as being focused
on egoism and self-centredness. In this context, any attempt to validate singleness
within the Christian life ‘can have the dangerous effect of justifying bad behaviour’.284
However, there is more to this “Sanctification Narrative” than simply the dichotomy
between selfish singleness and sacrificial marriage. Not only is extended singleness
depicted as betraying an individual’s unwillingness to “level up” to spiritual maturity
but marriage itself is seen as ‘a crucible for holiness unlike any other’285 for, as Watters
contends, ‘Scripture is clear that God will sanctify us largely through our
marriages’.286 In this vein, single Christians are advised that ‘if you want to become
more like Jesus, I can’t imagine any better thing to do that get married. [. . .]
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[M]arriage is the preferred route to becoming more like him’.287 Not only do
individuals who fail to marry ‘miss out on this means that God has established to
know him more deeply and intimately’,288 but they are told that ‘protracted singleness
rarely glorifies God and cannot save you, sanctify you or justify you in God’s eyes’.289
Because marriage is believed ‘to produce positive spiritual growth and development
that singleness [is] simply incapable of accomplishing’,290 single Christians are, as
Dalfonzo critically observes, depicted to be ‘stunted adults and half-formed saints,
[who are] unable to reach full maturity or holiness because they are not married’.291
2.3.3 Unfulfilled
The perceived inadequacy of Christian singleness’ defining characteristics is not only
grounded in its supposed deficiency and aberrancy, but also in an assumed dearth of
fulfilment. That is, today’s single Christian is generally perceived to be lacking true
self-actualisation in the areas of love, intimacy, romance, sexual satisfaction, and
even general happiness.
2.3.3.1 Romantically unfulfilled
It has been argued that it was not until the advent of industrialisation that romantic
love became progressively sentimentalised and relocated from the periphery of family
and marital life to the very centre. While, prior to this time, such sentimentality was
not alien to the marital relationship, what changed was that it came ‘to be seen as a
crucial part of what makes life worthy and significant. Whereas previously these
dispositions were taken as banal [. . .] now they are seen as endowed with crucial
significance’.292 As men and women began ‘to adopt the radical new idea that love
should be the most fundamental reason for marriage and that young people should
be free to choose their marriage partners on the basis of love’,293 the emotion came to
be reimagined as crucial for the attainment of personal fulfilment and happiness more
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generally. In recent scholarship, this pursuit of εὐδαιμονία for the “good life” has
become strongly aligned with the language of “flourishing”, and even “salvation”.294
Grant observes that this strong connection between the flourishing life and the
modern preoccupation with the self
focuses on feelings, sensuality, and intuition as the deepest
and most important parts of human identity, the places where
we experience real meaning. As a result, in our quest for
authenticity we prioritize intimate relationships as the place
where we can most fully express and actualize ourselves.295
A chief outworking of this ideological pursuit of the flourishing “good life” has been
the aforementioned “Completion Narrative”, in which the realisation of romantic
love with a “soulmate” is understood to be integral to the actualisation of personal
wholeness and the ‘emotion which is to be desired above all else, and for which all
else is to be sacrificed because without it one has not lived’.296 As Gould somewhat
sardonically contends:
The natural expectation of every boy and girl is that each will
fall in love, once, in the bloom of youth, suddenly, intensely
[. . . with a person] also young and beautiful, who is
unattached and falls just as much in love in return; that they
will marry and experience a bliss which cannot even be talked
about.297
While, ‘the strong counter-cultural and eschatological nature of early Christianity
would suggest that new life in Christ and the task of entering the Kingdom have little
or nothing to do with living happily ever after’,298 in actual practice, Christian
individuals have struggled to differentiate between the Christologically fulfilled life
and secular concepts of ultimate happiness. For example, although limited aspects of
the modern and post-modern Christian discourse have proven to be at odds with
aspects of the secular discourse on marriage and the family, such discord has not
characterised its adoption of the secular idealisation of romantic love and the vital
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role it is thought to play in the attainment of happiness and self-actualisation for the
believer. In fact, Allen argues that contemporary Christianity has all too eagerly
adopted an ‘unrealistic view of romantic love and unrealistic sexual expectations [. . .
both of which] appear to promise a happiness in marriage that is meant to be a
resolution of the human quest for salvation’.299 Clapp agrees, observing that what is
‘apparent on billboards and in magazines and newspapers [. . . is] barely less
prominent in Christian literature and media’.300
As a result, the contemporary church now tends to regards the attainment and
demonstration of romantic love as an essential component of an authentic theological
anthropology and, as such, vitally necessary for a successful Christian marriage. This
is well-exemplified in the writings of John and Stasi Eldregde, a bestselling husband
and wife authorial team, who present the realisation of the romantic self as a key
aspect of God’s invitation to ‘[c]ome, and live out what I meant you to be’.301 John
Eldredge asserts that the rescuing of a woman is a vital component of God’s design
of true masculinity, for there ‘is nothing so inspiring to a man as a beautiful woman.
She’ll make you want to charge the castle, slay the giant, leap across the parapets’.302
Correspondingly, he argues that ‘every woman yearns to be fought for [. . .] her
childhood dreams of a knight in shining armor coming to rescue her are not girlish
fantasies, they are the core of her feminine heart and the life she knows she was made
for’.303 Eldredge’s wife, and co-author of Captivating: Unveiling the Mystery of a
Woman’s Soul, concurs that at ‘some core place, maybe deep within, perhaps hidden
or buried in her heart, every woman wants to be seen, wanted, and pursued. We want
to be romanced’.304 ‘No, we have not been poisoned by fairy tales’, her husband
writes, ‘Far from it. The truth is, we have not taken them seriously enough’.305 In
their view, contemporary Christians ought to take the compelling romantic fable of
the protective man riding to the rescue of the beautiful woman very seriously for as a
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narrative it ‘is universal to human nature [. . .] written on our hearts [and] one of the
core desires of every man and every woman’.306
The Eldredges are not alone in arguing that the fulfilment of romantic longing is vital
in and for Christian marriage.307 In recounting her (successful) utilisation of a
professional matchmaker in her own search for a husband, Christian author Debbie
Maken argues that while some might consider this approach ‘rather perfunctory and
[. . .] criminally unromantic’,308 in actual fact she and the man she would go on to
marry eventually ‘found lots of romance!’309 She reassures her readers that ‘we fell in
love—crazy in love. If we hadn’t, we wouldn’t have gotten married’.310 Dennis
Rainey, cofounder of Family Life, similarly contends that romance is the ‘fire in the
fireplace—the warmth and security of a relationship that says, “We may have
struggles, but I love you, and everything is okay”.311 He goes on to argue that a
committed Christian husband or wife will ‘need to spend the rest of your life learning
how to romance your spouse’.312
Ultimately, this distinct Christian appropriation of the “Completion Narrative” tends
to focus not so much on the quest for romantic completion as an end in itself, but
rather for the existential wholeness of ‘offspring of Adam and Eve [who have been]
made with a spouse-shaped hole’.313 This is an idea with a long Protestant pedigree.
Indeed, church greats such as Calvin asserted that ‘man, without the woman was, as
it were, but half a man [. . .] and the wife is, as it were, the completing of the man’.314
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More contemporary voices often develop the narrative further, claiming that each
Christian individual has a divinely ordained specific marital destiny. For example, in
his book God, Where is My Boaz? 315 Stephan Labossiere urges his readers to be assured
that God has reserved a love and relationship especially for them, whilst P.B. Wilson
comforts her female readers with the assertion that, on ‘the face of this earth there is
one man who will love you’.316 In this way, the concept of a “soulmate” is retained
but, having been reinterpreted through a Christian framework, is reformed as a kind
of “Godmate”—the one whom God has created “especially for me”. This is aptly
demonstrated by Joshua Harris who imagined the biblical Adam seeking to reassure
his young and unmarried granddaughter—‘When the Maker brings you your
husband, you’ll be aware that it was He who made you for each other and He who
planned your meeting. And in that moment, just as we did, you’ll want to sing a song
of praise to Him’.317 Grant concludes:
Within the church we have tended to supercharge this
[soulmate] fantasy by spiritualizing it, so that “the one”
becomes the single human being that God has fashioned into
perfect compatibility with all our needs and longings. God is
just waiting for the perfect moment to release this person into
our lives, along with an associated relational epiphany just to
make sure we don’t miss the moment.318
Grant’s insight is confirmed by the large number of Christian books on singleness
(and certainly the vast majority of those within the Christianised “self-help” genre)
which focus on the “wait” between singleness and marriage. The single Christian is
exhorted to ask if they are ‘willing to wait for God’s best, or would you rather settle
for a guy you pick out because you’re tired of waiting?’,319 and urged to consider how
they might ‘become purposeful and intentional about being pursued by the right
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one’320 while they wait. As a result, those who have not yet found “their one”—
especially the never-married—are, in a very real sense, regarded as incomplete and
lacking in true spiritual fulfilment. Holmes dubs this the ‘modern horror of
celibacy'.321
If we expect to find the emotional intimacy we crave in our
relationship with our spouse/partner, then the single person is
condemned to live without emotional intimacy, and so once
again we find a cultural presumption that celibacy is
necessarily unhealthy, a damaging, undesirable state.322
It is, of course, important to recognise that scripture can be harnessed for the purposes
of positively reinforcing contemporary ideals regarding romantic love between a
husband and wife. Song of Solomon, for example, is resplendent with such imagery.
And yet, as Grant suggests, Christians ought to resist ‘the distorted conceptions of
the self that we have inherited from our cultural formation—particularly the intuition
of the romantic, consumerist self who seeks fulfilment over faithfulness and is driven
by novelty and change’.323 So long as ‘the uncritical acceptance of romantic love
among Christians is due to the perception that it is a natural, rather than a contestable
tradition’,324 the single Christian will continue to be sardonically caricatured as the
one who has ‘missed out on the most important part of life—if not salvation, then at
least something that can be called “happiness”’.325
2.3.3.2 Sexually unfulfilled
While the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries established the foundation for an
ideology of romantic love, the subsequent ones have been consumed with its
sexualisation. Indeed, Freudian thought is now so deeply embedded within the
contemporary secular discourse that sexuality is considered ‘of central importance in
understanding human motivation, [and] affecting behaviours which had once been
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considered entirely non-sexual’.326 Where, historically speaking, only a small subset
of relationships between individuals were defined in relation to sexual desire and
potentiality, today all relationships within the vast realm of human interactions are
either considered potential candidates for such, or inevitably complicated or even
compromised by it. This is in no small part a result of the way in which sexual
intimacy has become all but synonymous with ‘the pinnacle and goal of human
existence’327 and in fact an element of the divine ‘the best bliss of heaven we might
hope for’.328 As one might anticipate, Christian discourse has not imported such
ideology wholesale. Indeed, conservative Christian thought and practice has, by and
large, sought to set itself apart from, and speak as a corrective to secular sexual mores.
And yet, despite this active differentiation, a number of the foundational implications
of contemporary cultural attitudes towards sexuality have still found manifestation
within the Christian discourse.329 Indeed, where certain correctives have been
implemented, they are often revealed to be little more than stop-gaps measures
designed to perpetuate the discourse’s idealisation of marriage.
The first of these is located in the increased alignment between sexual experience
with a Christian sense of fully realised identity. The contention that men and women
retain ‘the genetic code of being built for intimacy with someone of the opposite sex
on both a physical and emotional level’,330 in order to fulfil one of the chief
responsibilities of humanity— ‘be fruitful and multiply’ (Gn 1:28 ESV)—is a fairly
unremarkable and orthodox Christian statement. However, this understanding of the
place of sex within the creative commission has recently found itself more heavily
influenced by secular thought that ‘has decided that sexual thoughts, feelings and
experiences are essential to human identity’.331 As a result, the traditional biblical
understanding of sex as designed to serve a particular context (i.e., marriage) for a
particular purpose (i.e., marital bonding and procreation) has become increasingly
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obscured by a preoccupation with sex as being necessary for individual human
flourishing. Callaway observes:
Even though marriage is understood to be the only context in
which [a Christian’s] sexuality can be fully realized, sex is
pictured as the animating force for the whole of life—an
ultimate good. [. . .] As such, sex becomes the gateway
through which we [Christians] enter “the life we love”, an
experience that every man and woman not only desires but
also deserves. [. . . It is the] essential ingredient for an
individual’s self-actualization.332
This manifestation of the experience of sexual intimacy as ‘the centre of existence
[. . . rather than] one dimension of personal being’333 has progressively resulted in the
positioning of lust as the one temptation which the Christian is truly unable to resist,
even with the sanctifying help of the Holy Spirit. Because sexual desire is seen as so
fundamental to the actualisation of the authentic self, ‘[t]he supposition is that
[Christian] individuals can’t say no to sex; they can only wait. And the hope is that
Christian singles will get married before eventually giving in to the temptation’.334 Of
course, this supposition is not unique to contemporary Christian discourse. At
various times throughout church history, prominent Christian figures have held
similar theological convictions. For instance, Luther argued that most are unable to
‘master the nature of his sexuality so as to be able to do without sexual intercourse
naturally’.335 Indeed, he went so far as to contend that, unless one was physically
incapable of sexual intercourse or was spiritually gifted with the unique calling to
lifelong virginity, no man should ‘consider anything except the estate of marriage.
Otherwise it is simply impossible for you to remain righteous [. . .] you will be bound
to commit heinous sins without end.’336 For his part, Calvin understood that the
‘companionship of marriage has been ordained as a necessary remedy to keep us from
plunging into unbridled lust’,337 and affirmed that continence outside of marriage was
only possible for the few who had been specifically gifted with it. Apart from that, he
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warned, ‘[l]et no one cry out against me—as many do today—that with God’s help
he can do all things’.338 As Christopher Chenault Roberts has concluded, for ‘both
Luther and Calvin, marriage is partially a response to the problem of postlapsarian
lust, and celibacy a synonym for impious solitude and a recipe for corruption’.339
This Reformative understanding of the nature of desire, lust, celibacy, and marriage
would prove to be instrumental in shaping the dominant Protestant theology of
sexuality across the following centuries. The Christian discursive conviction of sex
as a biological necessity for the one who wished to escape the inevitable fall into lust
became increasingly viewed as so fundamental to the human reality that prominent
authors and leaders now claim that it is impossible for the Christian to ‘make it
morally without getting married’.340 As a consequence, singleness in the Christian life
is often depicted as inexorably leading ‘to sexual sin, at a rampant level [. . . because]
you’ve got all these people with these pent-up desires that can’t be normally met and
they are about to explode’.341 Indeed, in 2014, Driscoll warned against single men
taking on ministry leadership positions, arguing that he knew ‘thousands and
thousands of pastors, and only one is a single pastor who has not disqualified himself
[sexually]’.342 In this theological and pastoral climate, celibate Christian singleness is
increasingly viewed as ‘infinitely cruel’,343 hopelessly idealistic and, ironically, as ‘the
last sexual perversion’.344
Another way in which the contemporary Christian discourse has come to regard sex
(in marriage) as central for personal actualisation is located in the ideological
development of “Purity Culture”. A particularly significant example of this was the
True Love Waits campaign of the 1990s (relaunched as the True Love Project in
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2014),345 and the 1995 to 2019 Silver Ring Thing movement.346 Those who
participated in the True Love Waits Movement publicly pledged that
[b]elieving that true love waits, I make a commitment to God,
myself, my family, my friends, my future mate, and my future
children to a lifetime of purity including sexual abstinence
from this day until the day I enter a biblical marriage
relationship.347
This pledge, and other resources developed within the abstinence and purity culture
movements of the late-twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, reveal that the
movements’ central concern is located not with the ability of a Christian individual
to exercise sexual self-control in areas of sexuality, but rather their ability to exercise
self-control in areas of sexuality until they marry their “future mate” with whom they
will have their “future children”. Consequently, these movements do not focus on
equipping unmarried Christians to understand singleness as a valuable form of
Christian life in its own right, but confirm singleness as a period of preparation and
sexual suppression prior to the time when pledgees might finally enjoy ‘the promise
of a sex-filled marriage [. . . as] a reward for abstinence’.348 Indeed, an increasing
number of Christian commentators now critique both past and present purity culture
movements as, at heart, being little more than specific manifestations of prosperity
gospel theology.349 Callaway observes that what these programs ‘didn’t talk about
was what it meant for us to live as sexual creatures [in our singleness . . .]. We never
considered how we might integrate our basic sexuality into our lives as a matter of

345

Aaron Earls, “True Love Waits Relaunched, Refocused as True Love Project,” The Ethics &
Religious Liberty Commission, February 11, 2014, accessed on May 29, 2018,
https://erlc.com/resource-library/articles/true-love-waits-relaunched-refocused-as-true-love-project.
346
Silver Ring Thing, “Silver Ring Thing,” accessed September 7, 2018,
https://www.silverringthing.com/. Between 1995 and 2019, Silver Ring Thing operated as a
‘worldwide movement [. . .] that challenged a generation of teens to live with sexual purity and
integrity through the Gospel of Jesus Christ’. In 2019 its vision was expanded and relaunched as
‘Unaltered Ministries’. See, Unaltered Ministries, “What is Unaltered?,” accessed September 7,
2019, https://www.unaltered.org/whatisunaltered.
347
Diana Bridgett, “True Love Waits Sexual Purity Mov’t Celebrates 20 Years,” The Christian Post,
February 8, 2013, accessed on September 22, 2017, https://www.christianpost.com/news/true-lovewaits-sexual-purity-movt-celebrates-20-years-89747/.
348
Callaway, Marriage Idol, 66.
349
‘[. . .] the purity and courtship movements were almost a kind of prosperity gospel that, instead of
promising fulfillment through financial riches, held out the promise of sex and marriage to those
who rigidly followed God’s will.’ Tim Challies, “I Survived I Kissed Dating Goodbye”, November
26, 2018, accessed on February 19, 2020, https://www.challies.com/articles/i-survived-i-kisseddating-goodbye/.

68

Christian discipleship’.350 In this sense, purity culture ultimately served to affirm the
broader discursive ideological commitment to marriage as the remedy for lust and
the sole context in which one may experience life as a holistic sexual being.
Another aspect of the single Christian life which has been impacted by the
contemporary Christian discursive approach to sexuality is that of friendship. The
voluntary, personal, and mutual relationship between two unrelated individuals who
call each other “friend” has always been highly prized within human society because
of the unique inter-personal benefits it offers. In the rather charming words of C.S.
Lewis, friendship is ‘born at the moment when one man says to another “What! You
too? I thought no one but myself. . .”’.351 However, the pervasive Freudian view of
libido as the origin of all aspects of human behaviour has seen friendship increasingly
relegated to a ‘tenuous place [. . . and] ambiguous status, in our culture’.352 Because
some level of sexual affection or longing is now often suspected to underlie all
relationships—even within the Christian discourse—twenty-first-century friendship
is rarely depicted as ‘the innocent camaraderie of pals or even soul-mates, but
inevitably the locus of various hidden or overt sexual desires’.353 Theologian Wesley
Hill observes that
where certain eras might have seen two people who merely
admired each other and wanted to spur each other on to
greater heights of maturity and virtue, in the modern West
we’re more attuned to the possibility of an underlying,
subconscious erotic attraction. And that mythology
contributes to the anxiety or humorous uncertainty many of
us feel about friendship today.354
Both in the world and the church, the relationship of friendship has become
progressively emptied of its unique platonic character and inherent value, and is now
subject to increasing wariness. As a result, friendship between two (or more)
unmarried Christian individuals is now often suspected of being a smokescreen to
mask a relationship heavy-laden with (perhaps subconscious) frustrated sexual
tension. Of course, this sort of suspicion is not limited to a friendship between
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unmarried individuals, for a similar level of misgiving is often applied to friendship
between a married and unmarried individual, or even two married persons. This has
resulted in an impoverishment of friendship as an arena in which single Christians
have always legitimately sought to have their longing for emotional and relational
intimacy met.
The sexualisation of friendship within Christian culture has also led to a growing
fixation on marriage as the ideal context in which true and ultimate friendship is to
be realised. Today’s married Christian is not only expected to provide their spouse
with romantic and sexual existential completion, but also to fulfil the idyllic role of
their spouse’s most genuine and authentic friend. Christian authors and leaders
advise married couples that ‘the first divine lyric of friendship is that we must commit
ourselves to become best friends in our marriage, no matter the cost’;355 that the
‘secret to loving the man you married’ is by Becoming Your Husband’s Best Friend;356
and that ‘the most vital of human friendship of all [is] with our very best friend, our
spouse’.357 As this ideal of friendship is increasingly located within, and indeed
limited to the marital relationship, friendship amongst single Christians has tended
to become identified as a precursor to the ultimate and most vital form of friendship—
that of a husband and a wife. Indeed, the ideal of friendship has become so enfolded
within the marriage relationship that friendships between a married Christian and a
member of the opposite sex are often now regarded as a potential threat to the
marriage. For instance, a Focus on the Family article observes that before an individual
was married, they ‘may have had lots of friends of the opposite sex. But once you’ve
said “I do”, your relationship with your spouse must now take priority over every
other relationship, and it must be protected against any threat’.358 The article goes on
to argue that any close platonic friendship with someone of the opposite sex might
gradually, yet inexorably, draw the married person ‘into an emotional affair that can
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rip a marriage to shreds even though the relationship never becomes physical’.359
Thus, others such as Driscoll have argued that a married person who has a close
friend of the opposite sex is in danger of committing nothing less than ‘emotional
adultery’.360 As a result, single Christians are not only discouraged from seeking deep
platonic intimacy with friends of the opposite gender, but may also be regarded as
potential “marriage wreckers”,361 thereby further diminishing the integrity of their
situation, identity and relationships.
2.3.4 Necessarily gifted
While the contemporary Christian discourse has characteristically relegated
singleness to a place of deficiency, aberrance, and incompletion, it does still recognise
that certain biblical passages regard the single Christian life with some degree of
positivity. For example, in a Matthean discussion with his disciples about marriage,
divorce, and singleness, Jesus appears to affirm those who have not married ‘for the
sake of the kingdom of heaven’ (Mt 19:12). In 1 Corinthians 7:35, the apostle Paul
encourages the Corinthian Christians to consider remaining unmarried in order to
secure their ‘undivided devotion to the Lord’. Indeed, in that same chapter the apostle
regards singleness so highly that asserts that ‘he who marries his betrothed does well,
and he who refrains from marriage will do even better’ (1 Cor 7:38). Thus, there
resonates a palpable tension between the predominantly negative perception of the
dignity and value of the unmarried life within Christian discourse, and the biblical
passages which seem to honour and uphold its integrity. A large number of authors,
teachers, theologians, and commentators seek to resolve this tension by condoning
and encouraging Christian singleness as a lifestyle for those who have received a
“divine gift” of singleness, celibacy, and/or continence.362 Such a gifted lifestyle is
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typically couched in the language of “calling” or “vocation”,363 and is typically
espoused in relation to 1 Corinthians 7:7 in which the apostle writes ‘I wish that all
were as I myself am. But each has his own gift from God, one of one kind and one
of another’ (1 Cor 7:7). While, as Maxson acknowledges, the ‘precise meaning of
Paul’s statement in verse 7 is less than clear and has produced considerable debate’,364
the view that it refers to a ‘special ability that God gives to some members of the body
of Christ to remain single and enjoy it; to be unmarried and not suffer undue sexual
temptation’365 has a long and distinguished pedigree. Such an interpretation is
grounded in the discourse’s elevation of marriage as so obviously normative that ‘a
gift is needed so that celibates can have needs met that are otherwise met by Biblical
marriage’.366 Holmes critically concludes that ‘the underlying [Christian] narrative
supposes that our cultural assumptions about the unhealthiness of celibacy are simply
correct, but that God miraculously protects some people from the otherwiseinevitable negative consequences when they are given the “gift of singleness”’.367
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As a consequence, this “traditional” understanding of the gift of 1 Corinthians 7:7
posits it as being characterised by the ‘absence of sexual desire’,368 ‘freedom from
distraction from sexual temptation’,369 or a ‘contentedness contributing to a life of
[celibate] service’.370 The gift is understood to have been given so that the recipient
might ‘be fully expended in serving the Lord [. . . and] living the life of selfless service
to God’.371 Some who hold to this exegesis of 1 Corinthians 7, also go on to espouse
that single Christians who have not received this spiritually empowered gift ‘should
not try to remain unmarried’,372 while others assert that it would be ‘disastrous to
remain unmarried’373 without it. Indeed, some authors argue that ‘deliberate
singleness on the part of those who know they have not been given the gift of celibacy
is, at best, a neglect of Christian responsibility’,374 for there ‘is no biblical category of
enduring singleness, except for the gift of celibacy’.375 Unmarried Christians are thus
often advised that it is their subjective feelings which ought to determine whether
they believe they have been called to either gifted celibacy or normative marriage.
For example, although he acknowledges that, in this life, it is impossible to know
whether one truly has received the “gift of singleness”, Köstenberger also argues that
‘to ask this question with fear and trepidation, probably means that you do not have
the gift’.376 Likewise, Wagner advises the unmarried Christian that
[i]f you are single and know down in your heart that you
would get married in an instant if a reasonable opportunity
presented itself, you probably don’t have the gift of celibacy.
If you are single and find yourself terribly frustrated by
unfulfilled sexual impulses, you probably don’t have the gift.
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But if neither of these things seems to bother you, rejoice—
you may have found one of your spiritual gifts.377
Accordingly, the discourse predominantly contends that it isn’t ‘wrong to be single,
but it better be a gift’, 378 for the alternative is that the single Christian will eventually
be overwhelmed by sexual temptation, directed towards a life of idleness and
selfishness, and will fail to grow in Christian maturity and sanctification.
Consequently, while the notion of singleness as a “gifted identity” might initially
appear to confer unique affirmation and approval upon the unmarried state, it is
actually a mechanism by which the general single Christian identity is further
alienated and marginalised.

2.4 Perceived value
It is not only the characteristics considered to define the single Christian life situation
that elucidates the discourse’s ‘palliative and passive’379 approach. A secondary
aspect of the single Christian existence—its perceived value for the individual, church
and wider world—also reveals its marginalised theological and pastoral location. It
has been established that the dominant narrative within Christian discourse espouses
the view that ‘[m]arriage is the norm for believers today [. . . and] remaining
unmarried is an exception to the norm’.380 Consequently, the single Christian life is
not merely regarded as aberrant, but also as potentially deviant. In an effort to uphold
the biblical teaching (particularly of 1 Corinthians 7) which affirms that at least some
instances of singleness are replete with some sort of godly value, the Christian
discourse has thus come to distinguish the legitimate single life from its deviant
counterparts. The result of this endeavour has been the demarcation of four
categories of singleness which are considered theologically and pastorally legitimate.
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2.4.1 The gifted category of legitimate singleness
The first of these categories is that of the aforementioned gift of singleness and/or
celibacy, whose value typically lies in its relationship to Christian service. Garland
contends that the χάρισμα of 1 Corinthians 7:7 is to be understood as a supernaturally
empowered call to (presumably) life-long celibacy which enables the single person to
‘give more ardent service to Christ’.381 Calvin agrees, claiming that ‘the Lord affirms
that continence is a special gift of God, one of a kind [. . .] to permit them to devote
themselves more unreservedly and freely to the affairs of the Kingdom of Heaven’.382
Thistleton likewise concludes that
[i]n modern post-Freudian terms we might say that Paul’s
χάρισμα lay in his capacity to sublimate his sexual drives [. . .]
with the result that his creative energy is poured forth into the
work of the gospel at every level of consciousness to great
effect, and with no desire for something further.383
Whether or not they understand the gift as referring to a unique capacity for single
contentedness, or a specific call to the celibate life, proponents of this “traditional”
exegesis of 1 Corinthians 7:7 hold that the integrity and value of the gifted single life
is located entirely within the supernaturally empowered freedom it provides the
individual to be specifically focused on a life of dedicated gospel service. The
Christian who has been uniquely gifted in this way is regarded as having, somewhat
paradoxically, ‘chosen the single life as the best option for the fulfilment of a personal
calling’384 as that which is most consistent with how God has formed their
psychological, emotional and physical nature. In so doing they have distinguished
their legitimate singleness ‘from a mere preference for remaining single lacking any
real commitment or purposeful lifestyle’.385
Because it is argued that Christian singles cannot ‘serve the Lord effectively if
dominated by unfulfilled sexual passion’,386 and also because most modern singles
381
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are indicted with spending ‘their free time doing things outside the realm of biblically
defined celibate service’,387 proponents of this view hold that God has graciously predestined only a select few to receive this special spiritual empowerment. According
to Luther, such individuals ‘are rare, not one in a thousand, for they are a special
miracle of God. No one should venture on such a life unless he be especially called
by God’.388 Thus, those who do not have such an enabling are called ‘to embrace
[God’s] gift of marriage, as far as it depends on us’.389
2.4.2 The transitional category of legitimate singleness
The second category in which singleness is considered theologically and pastorally
legitimate is as a preparatory period prior to marriage. Maxson diagnostically
observes that the ‘prevailing consensus within the evangelical church, generally
supported by culture at large, is that singleness is to be viewed as a temporary
condition, a transitional stage enroute to the ultimate destination of marriage’.390 In
this sense, the primary value and worth of singleness for the majority of Christians is
thought to be an ‘exciting season [which] can serve as a training ground for a man or
woman to improve their skills’,391 while they prepare for the ultimate goal of
marriage. As a consequence, popular evangelical ministries seek to resource young
men and women to ‘grow up, own their own faith, date with purpose and prepare for
marriage and family’.392 This notion of singleness as a period of transition is also
reinforced by many books on the topic, whose titles include Single for a Season, Married
for a Reason,393 What’s a Girl to Do?: While Waiting for Mr Right,394 Lady in Waiting:
Becoming God’s Best While Waiting for Mr Right,395 Get Married: What Women Can Do to
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Help it Happen,396 Your Knight in Shining Armour: Discovering Your Lifelong Love,397 and
the 2017 publication Not Yet Married: The Pursuit of Joy in Singleness and Dating.398
Indeed, the discourse’s tendency to employ the phrase “not yet married” as a primary
synonym for “single” promotes the view that, for most, singleness’ chief value will
only ultimately be realised when it is exchanged for something better—marriage.
2.4.3 The “unfortunate reality” categories of legitimate singleness
The final two categories of singleness which the discourse tends to legitimise belong
to Christians who are widowed or divorced, and those who are same-sex attracted
and committed to celibacy. In the former, the single person is perhaps more aptly
described as “single again” with death or divorce having prematurely ended their
marriage. The latter refers to a single Christian man or woman who, in experiencing
persistent and exclusive sexual and romantic attraction to individuals of their own
sex, choose to remain single and celibate as an outworking of their theological
position on sexuality and marriage.
Although both of these categories are considered to confer some degree of
“legitimacy” upon these individuals’ situation—that is, these individuals are not
normally considered to be under a moral obligation to (re)marry, and certainly not
to (re)marry post-haste—the discursive approach to both of these categories is
nonetheless characterised by a certain level of incongruity and ambivalence,
especially when compared to the other two categories of legitimate singleness. In
contrast to seasonal singleness which is purposed to serve as preparation for the
ultimate end of marriage, and gifted singleness which is purposed to serve the church
through ministry, the celibate same-sex attracted, widow/widower and divorcee’s
singleness, while not usually considered deviant (with the possible exception of some
situations of divorce), is nonetheless usually depicted as lacking inherent value. The
singleness of these individuals usually “is what it is”. As a consequence, not only
would each typically be considered to be in a more advantageous personal situation
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if they were (still) married, but it is thought that they would also have more to offer
the Christian community and, indeed, the broader society at large if that were the
case.
2.4.4 Legitimacy, value, and instrumentality
While the discourse confers a degree of legitimacy, or at least non-deviancy, upon
these four different situations of singleness, we have seen that it is typically only the
gifted and transitional situations of singleness which are considered to be truly
unproblematic and authentically valuable to the individual and the believing
community at large. However, closer discursive analysis reveals that the legitimacy
and value of singleness is ultimately found to be determined by either the individual’s
subjective response to their situation and/or the believing community’s perception of
the same. This is well-demonstrated by a comparison between the ways in which
both marriage and singleness tend to be valued within the contemporary Christian
discourse.
While innumerable books, sermons, articles, and other resources have been produced
in an effort to foster healthy and happy Christian marriages, today’s discourse also
understands marriage as imbued with a theological value that goes beyond the
subjective individual’s perception of the health and happiness of their marriage. In
recognising marriage as a divinely ordered creative construct and an eschatological
foreshadowing (Eph 5:25–32), Christian teachers, authors, and commentators
perceive marriage as being instilled with theological value that goes beyond each
husband and wife’s idiosyncratic experience of it. Consequently, even if an individual
endures a problematic or difficult marriage, the divine intention for the relationship
itself means that the construct of marriage continues to be considered a Christian
“good”. Furthermore, the theological value of any given marriage is not considered
to be reliant upon the extent to which that marriage is perceived by others to
accurately reflect the divine creative and eschatological intentions for which it has
been purposed. That is, even in the most troubled of Christian marriages, the
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possibility of the relationship’s capacity to fulfil its theological potentiality is not
dependent on the reality of any present failure to do so.399
In contrast, the unmarried state—whether gifted, seasonal or other—tends to be
regarded as good only insofar as each single Christian is perceived by themselves, or
by others, to be living the good single life. That is, contemporary Christian discourse
primarily evaluates legitimate expressions of singleness in accordance with either the
individual’s subjective experience of it or the extent to which others perceive it to be
fulfilling the value native to its categorical definition. If a single Christian is troubled
by personal feelings of grief, loneliness, and sexual frustration, then their singleness
(whether never married, divorced, or widowed) is typically assessed as being
essentially “not good” and therefore of little intrinsic theological value. Likewise, if
others perceive that a single Christian’s lifestyle tends towards distraction and selfish
living, their singleness is also typically assessed as being essentially “not good” and
of no intrinsic theological value. Even a problematic external perception of an
individual’s singleness has the potentiality to redesignate not only its value but even
its legitimacy. For instance, if a single individual feels untroubled by sexual desire
such that they come to identify themselves as having received the “spiritual gift of
singleness”, and yet others within the believing community perceive that this
individual is not wholeheartedly directing their “gifted singleness” towards its proper
end (i.e., dedicated devotion to sacrificial service) it is very likely that their singleness
will be reconceived as deviant, and thus, clearly of little authentic value. Likewise, if
an individual does wish to marry, but does not direct their energies towards using
their season of singleness to proactively prepare for and pursue marriage, then their
singleness may be considered deviant, and, once again, of little authentic theological
value.
In summary, where the utility of a specific marital relationship is compromised,
marriage itself is seen to remain a profound good. However, where the utility of a
specific situation of singleness is compromised (or even simply perceived to be
399
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compromised), the framework by which that person’s singleness can be understood
as theologically valuable collapses entirely. Such an anemic theological approach is,
in no small part, the consequence of a myopic appeal to 1 Corinthians 7 as providing
‘the lumber for building a working theology of the goodness of singleness’.400 The
frequent historical reliance on just one passage of Scripture to undergird a theology
of singleness has resulted in the contemporary Christian discourse solely prizing the
unmarried state for how it is lived, rather than also for any unique theological
potential indigenous to the very form of life itself.
This instrumentally limited validation of singleness is well-demonstrated in a 2017
article by Relevant Magazine —‘the leading platform reaching Christian twenty- and
thirtysomethings [. . . telling the stories] at the intersection of where a Christ-centred
life is really lived’.401 The author of ‘Singleness isn’t a Problem’ encouragingly asserts
that the unmarried Christian state is not ‘a curse. Not a source of pity. Not a
problem’.402 However, the framework by which he then seeks to rehabilitate
singleness from the grasp of these negative caricatures is entirely utilitarian. The
goodness of singleness, he suggests, is to be located in the fact that the single person’s
avoidance of marriage’s challenges and their more abundant energy and time means
that they ‘can be devoted to God in a unique way’.403 These type of resources404
epitomise the contemporary Christian belief that that ‘the meaning of singleness is seen
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when the single Christian is actively involved in service to Christ and the church’.405
Consequently, the unmarried Christian whose singleness is perceived has value and
legitimacy is the one who exhibits ‘single-minded devotion to Christ and his
mission’,406 and who is ‘empty for God [. . .] free and open for his presence [. . .]
available for his service’.407 This stands in contrast to the deviant single life in which
the unmarried individual is perceive to live ‘entirely for yourself, thinking only about
yourself, and having responsibility to no one but yourself’.408
It should not be denied that an instrumentally framed theology of singleness offers
much to be welcomed and embraced. O’Hanlon notes:
[S]o many single people are maturely heroic in their service of
others [. . .] here is surely an area of potentially immense
apostolic value, and an area too which shows clearly that
single people are gifts and resources to the Church.409
Similarly, in seeking to exploit their freedoms for the sake of gospel service, single
Christians have the opportunity to live as a ‘sign of contradiction [. . .to the] life-style
of fun and excitement, unlimited sensual pleasure, freedom from responsibility
[. . .and] greedy individualism’410 that appears to define much of secular singleness.
And, as Waldron suggests, the freedom of the single individual to pursue ‘undivided
devotion to Christ’ (1 Cor 7:35) ought to be a unique reflection of ‘the church’s love
and devotion to Christ’.411
However, this near-exclusive focus on the utilitarian value of the Christian single life
has also resulted in several problematic theological and pastoral consequences that
affect not only the single Christian, but also the wider believing community. For
example, by insisting that ‘the meaning of singleness is seen when the single Christian
is actively involved in service to Christ and the church’,412 the discourse has not only
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entrenched guilt and duty as primary motivators for service amongst unmarried
Christians, but it has also fortified an element of subversive antipathy amongst those
who resent having the meaning and value of their situation so instrumentally
delineated. A second troubling consequence has been the construction of a false
dichotomy between the ability of both single and married Christians to live a life of
godly devotion to Christ in response to their salvation. The contention that ‘every
believer must recognise [. . .] that he can better devote his energies to the Lord’s
service if he is single’,413 has progressively displaced marriage and parenting as
authentic arenas in which individuals are also called to wholeheartedly devote their
energies to the Lord’s service. As a result, gospel service has become increasingly
synonymous with participation in the structures and activities of the local church,
rather than that which undergirds the Christian life as a whole. However, perhaps
the most problematic outcome of this myopically instrumental focus on singleness
has been the marginalisation and diminishment of the innate dignity of the single life.
Contemporary Christian literature, digital media, and sermons consistently teach
unmarried Christians that their unique situation has no intrinsic meaning or purpose
outside of what they do with it. Because an individual’s distinct situation of being
unmarried is perceived to offer nothing of unique value to either themselves, their
Christian community, or the world more broadly, the one thing the involuntary or
unhappy single Christian ‘must not do is try and talk themselves into the view that
singleness is a positive ideal. [. . .] It is a trial, and nothing is served by pretending it
isn’t a trial’.414
In summary, regardless of the sense in which the literature seeks to convey legitimacy
upon some categories of the unmarried life, the single Christian life—even the
“gifted” single Christian life—cannot ultimately be said to be valuable in and of itself.
Rather, it is merely open to the limited possibility of being valuably spent.
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2.5 Place of belonging
A third and final aspect of the discourse’s ‘palliative and passive’415 approach to
singleness is located in the single Christian’s impoverished sense of belonging within
the believing community. In a 2013 article, single Christian author Cheryl Bradbee
confided that
over the years, I have watched my gifts to the church
disdained, my voice silenced and ignored, and a subtle
contempt now governs many of my Christian relationships.
[. . .] A childless woman, without a man attached to her, really
has little place within the church. [. . .] I have now, for the
most part, left the church.416
Sadly, Bradbee’s experience within, and subsequent exit from the church is far from
unique. Not only do many singles find it difficult to discern their own sense of identity
and value within a Christian culture which idealises, and perhaps even idolises,
marriage and family, but they also struggle to understand their own place of
belonging within their individual church communities.
It is a readily observable fact that most twenty-first-century Western Christian
churches are primarily oriented towards families, such that, as Andronoviene notes,
‘some churches tend to function as a club for families’.417 Church services are often
described as “family services”; ministry calendars are dominated by children’s
activities, youth events and parenting classes; training courses are run for those who
are preparing for marriage, are recently married, experiencing problematic marriages,
or are wishing to strengthen their marriage; the vast majority of Protestant pastors
and church leaders tend to be married family men; sermons are often dominated by
familial illustrations and applications; and outreach into the local community tends
to be focused on connecting with families. As a result, those who are not married,
along with other marginal church members, can be made ‘to feel like “odd balls”’.418
Dalfonzo observes:
The thing is every class, outing, and slogan that bears the label
“Families Only” also bears a second label that says “Singles:
Keep Out”. It may be harder to see if you’re in the favored
415
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inner circle, but trust me, it’s there. And single people are
following that instruction—often following it all the way out
the church doors.419
Andronoviene considers the ostracism of the single individual within the church to
be a matter of injustice. She writes that the identity of the church, ‘at least in its
spoken theology [. . . is] understood as a family, or an intentional community—in
other words, a place of primary belonging for those who join it’.420 While she
specifically has her own Baptist context in mind here, her theological observation
about how one comes to belong to a church community is germane to all Protestant
denominations. At the time of their conversion or profession of faith, a Christian’s
primary familial loyalties transfer from their family of origin, to their family of
adoption—that is, the church of God’s people. An important expression of this new
allegiance is the individual’s choice to join, or reaffirm their commitment to, a
specific church congregation (which acts as a local instance of the universal church).
As a consequence, Andronoviene is correct in her assessment that the
marginalisation of the single individual within the local church is an issue of injustice,
for since the individual’s adoption in Christ was made irrespective of their marital
status (see, for example, Eph 1:5; Gal 4:5–7; Jn 1:12; 1 Jn 3:1; Rom 8:14–19), their
authentic sense of belonging within their local congregational community should in
no way be compromised by it. And yet, both statistical and anecdotal evidence
suggests that contemporary Christian communities often remain hesitant to fully
integrate the single Christian as an equally valid member of their communal
existence. Whilst the matrix of reasons for this ambivalence is complex (and has been
addressed in part earlier in this chapter), such reluctance tends to be exhibited
primarily through a competitive dichotomy—a “zero sum game”—between the
states of marriage and singleness within the church. That is, as the Christian discourse
seeks to determine how to relate marriage and singleness, within both the individual
and communal experience, their endeavour often leads to the two states being
unhelpfully polarized.421
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One example of this polarisation is evident in the way that the hyper-elevation of
marriage, and subsequent marginalisation of singleness, has resulted in many single
Christians evidencing distrust and even resentment towards any attempt by their
married counterparts to rehabilitate singleness within the church. For example,
commentary following an article on singleness written by married author Marshall
Segal, includes exasperations such as:
Yet another Christian book about singleness, I notice the
author is married!422
May I ask, who are the voices, authors, bloggers, speaking on
singleness in Christ, embracing it and are actually single?423
Similarly, in responding to social media promotion of Segal’s 2017 book, Not Yet
Married, a commenter writes that ‘[o]ne of the things that always exasperates me
about this subject is the bloggers and writers [. . .] who remind Christian singles about
how great it is to be single are all married, including the writer of this book’.424 Yet,
a converse outworking of the frequent polarisation between marriage and singleness
is also exhibited by some married individuals who are not merely suspicious of a
legitimation of Christian singleness, but sometimes view it as a direct attack on the
institution of marriage itself. For instance, when presenting at a 2016 Christian
leaders and pastors conference, John MacArthur asserted that
I think that the assault on family and on marriage is coming
in a very subtle way, from a direction you might not assume.
[. . .] Let me tell you that the most devastating attack on
marriage is coming today from singleness. Singleness is an
assault on marriage.425
Similarly, a book which argues that ‘Satan dishonours marriage by fooling us into
believing that singleness is okay’,426 comes highly recommended by influential
422
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Christian blogger, author, and book reviewer Tim Challies,427 as well as by prominent
evangelical leader Albert Mohler, who applauds it as ‘sound advice, serious thinking
[. . .] a must-read for all Christian young adults’.428 Rather than seeking to explicate
the unique theological contributions that both marriage and singleness offer to the
believing community, the prevailing antagonistic opposition between proponents of
both states not only fails to properly honour either, but ultimately serves to further
disaffect the already marginalised individuals who are not called husband or wife.
And yet this isolation of single Christians also has detrimental effects for the Christian
community as a whole, for a failure to recognise that ‘marriage and various states of
single life must be seen in tandem [. . . means] we do not understand what the
Household of God is’. 429 Indeed, as Andronoviene argues, an impoverished theology
of singleness is extremely problematic for the sake of the church, for it
cannot sustain a healthy practice of community formation
without a healthy theology of singleness. Such theology is
needed not just for the sake of singles themselves, but for the
sake of the church which needs its single people as part of its
living prophets, pointing to the vision of the Realm of God,
over against many other tempting outlooks.430
Recognising the imperative sense in which singleness ought to be warmly embraced
and authentically understood as a theologically legitimate and pastorally normative
expression of the faithful Christian experience one author, writing more than four
decades ago, argued that ‘the single person needs to “find a place” in the church’.431
Regrettably, the single Christian seems to have made little headway in this endeavour
since that time. However, this well-intended advice may have arguably been directed
to the wrong reader, for surely it is not primarily the single Christian’s responsibility
to carve out a synthetic place of belonging for themselves within their own adopted
family? Indeed, in his article ‘Folding Singles into Family in the Life of the
Church’,432 Sean De Mars recognises that such an endeavour is, in fact, the church’s
427
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corporate responsibility. In addressing church pastors, he writes that ‘[o]ne of the
easiest ways to serve single members is by cultivating a church culture wherein
members understand themselves to be family members, not merely church
members’.433 He then goes on to provide practical advice about how such a goal might
be realised. Disappointingly, however, his focus is not on how married and single
Christians might together live out their new shared reality as members of the same
family. Rather, his pastoral guidance centres around how to ensure that singles feel
‘loved and connected to various families within the body’434 or how families might
‘strive to fold single people into their lives’.435
At this point, DeMars’ advice is representative of a strong element within the
Christian discourse that primarily sees the church as a grouping of individual nuclear
families who hospitably welcome the family-less into their midst. This troubling
supposition is well-observed by single Christian author, Joshua Beckett who writes
that ‘the problem is not only that single people are kept at the margins of the
congregation’s leadership and social life, but that even when we are included, it is
only as guests. The hospitality only flows one way’.436 While there is undoubtedly
great value in encouraging Christians who are part of a nuclear family unit to
welcome those who are not into their own, this perspective ultimately fails to
appreciate a true theology of adoption. It is not simply ‘those with no family [who]
are folded into the family of God’,437 but rather all believers who are adopted together
as sons and daughters into one new and primary family. No member of such a family
should ever be treated as a guest. The contemporary Christian discourse urgently
needs to recognise that today’s believing communities have a theological and pastoral
obligation to honour single Christians—be they never married, divorced or widowed,
spiritually “gifted”, seasonal, celibately same-sex attracted, or simply not married—
and indeed, all sorts and conditions of people, as full and joint members of the new
family—that is the body of Christ—and then to love and treat them as such.
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2.6 Problematic discursive tendencies
It was earlier postulated that the contemporary church demonstrates a decidedly
‘passive and palliative’438 approach to Christian singleness. A detailed examination
of a vast array of relevant literature and resources has only served to confirm the
veracity of this disheartening conclusion. That today’s Christian discourse fosters a
theologically anemic and pastorally inadequate construct of the unmarried Christian
life is undoubtedly the result of a complex interplay of historical, cultural, theological
and psychological factors. Nevertheless, it is particularly instructive to note two
specific problematic tendencies under which a significant number of these individual
contributing factors may rightly be categorised and which will, in turn, provide some
methodological direction for the task that lies ahead.
2.6.1 A misappropriation of cultural norms and secular ideals
The first of these problematic tendencies arises from the degree to which the Christian
discourse of any historical moment is unwittingly influenced by the broader cultural
context in which it is located. French secular sociologist and philosopher Pierre
Bourdieu contends that every ‘established order tends to produce (to very different
degrees and with very different means) the naturalization of its own arbitrariness’.439
This, he argues, results in a self-evident sense of correspondence between the natural
and social worlds of a subject. He designates this reality the doxa and describes it as
‘schemes of thought and perception [. . . which] contribute to the reproduction of the
social world by producing immediate adherence to the world, [and which are] seen
as self-evident and undisputed, [but] of which they are [actually] the product’.440 As
a philosopheme, doxa is the ‘pre-verbal taking-for-granted of the world that flows
from practical sense’,441 or as Berlinerblau describes it, ‘what agents immediately
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know, but do not know that they know’.442 Bourdieu contends that doxic beliefs enjoy
supremacy within any given field as ‘the point of view of the dominant, which
presents and imposes itself as a universal point of view’,443 resulting in ‘an
unquestioned and unified cultural “tradition”’.444 As such, doxa also provides the
“rules” by which an individual’s identity and actions within that field are evaluated
as either legitimate or illegitimate. In short, doxa are unquestioned cultural
assumptions that not only shape the reality of any given field or social realm but
provide definitive approval—or disapproval—of the very existence and interactions
of that realm’s inhabitants. Reflecting on the work of mid-twentieth-century
philosopher, Alasdair MacIntyre,445 Christian author Rodney Clapp provides some
grounded insight into the way these kinds of cultural assumptions and norms tend to
function:
Human beings, as historical creatures, simply cannot escape
to timeless and placeless vantage points from which to view
“reality” or “the way things are actually”. [. . .] [P]articular
persons and communities see and respond to the world as they
do because they are situated in a tradition that significantly
determines the shape of the world for them.446
That is, no individual or community is able to remain unaffected by, or isolated from,
the dominant doxic system that shapes their operative perception of reality and,
indeed, their own place within that reality. This is no less true for Christian
individuals and communities than it is for their secular counterparts. Christian
discourse simply cannot claim to have remained independent from, or unaffected by,
taken-for-granted doxic assumptions and perceptions. Indeed, Christian thought and
action is just as susceptible to the self-evident establishing and naturalising of its
arbitrariness as is any other discourse.
This naturalizing is well-demonstrated by how the historical Christian tradition and
the contemporary experience of faith have both proven particularly significant factors
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in shaping what Christian agents within any given time know, without knowing they
know.447 Yet, it would be a mistake to conclude that the unquestioned doxic schemes
of thought that have shaped any historical Christian view of reality are actually and
exclusively Christian in their character and grounding, for as Grant observes, the
‘Christian community does not go about its business in a hermetically sealed
bunker’.448 Christian individuals, communities, and denominations inevitably reside
within, speak into, engage with, and are deeply influenced by the broader culture in
which they exist. They are, after all, no exception to the rule that the ‘complexity of
modern life is such that any mature adult will inevitably encounter a plethora of such
messages in the course of a single day’.449 As a result, the potential has always, and
will always exist, for the church to ‘internalise many aspects of the culture of the
society’450 in which it is situated. This has certainly been the case with respect to the
current theological and pastoral construct of singleness within the discursive context
analysed above. The positioning of singleness within the contemporary, and
predominantly Western evangelical, discourse is heavily populated with doxic
concepts, contexts, and convictions firmly embedded within, and derived from
secular thought and principles. That is, much of what was established in the secular
analysis of the previous chapter has also been demonstrated as characterising the
Christian discourse of this chapter. This includes, though is not limited to, the
deficiency of the single identity in comparison to the married (or at least coupled)
identity; the presentation of the normality of marriage/coupling over against the
abnormality and aberrance of undertaking life as a single person; the concurrence
between secular and Christian versions of the “Maturation Narrative”; the shared
secular and Christian commitment to romantic love and sexual intimacy as central
to the genuinely fulfilled human identity; and the increased romanticisation and
sexualisation of friendship within both discourses.
Although contemporary Christian discourse frequently employs the adjective
“biblical” to describe and define the hegemonic and aspirational normativity of the
married Christian life over and against the aberrant and morally ambiguous
447
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abnormality of the single Christian life, it has done so with little recognition that
neither of these constructs have actually been determined directly from the pages of
Scripture. Indeed, the theological and pastoral approach to singleness detailed in this
chapter has, in no small part, been fashioned through both implicit and explicit
appropriation of secular relational and sexual norms. Yet the contemporary church
remains largely unaware of how
the compelling power of our own moral visions of family,
deeply shaped as they are by the ideas and norms of our own
societies [. . .] blind us to aspects of the biblical and traditional
teaching, and even to cause us to attribute our own rather
different convictions and ideals to the One whom we profess
to follow.451
This has not only resulted in deeply problematic theological and pastoral responses
to singleness itself, but also a correspondingly flawed theological and pastoral
response to marriage., for as Grant contends:
[M]any modern Christians have been deeply formed within
the surrounding culture so that they have also come to see
their relationships and marriages in purely individualistic
terms. Their marriages are perceived as solely for their own
benefit rather than existing also for the sake of the church and
its witness in the world.452
In identifying the significant and largely unrecognised role that secular doxic beliefs
have played in the contemporary Christian, and particularly evangelical,
construction of marriage, singleness, and sexuality, Holmes contends that the ‘urgent
theological task in this area is not presently another re-examination of the biblical
witness—although we will need to do that—but a naming of the assumptions which
we, as late-modern Westerners, bring with us as we approach the Bible’.453 He
concludes that we ‘need to deconstruct with care modern notions of “marriage” to
find what in them is acceptable to the gospel and what in fact [is] from the Father of
Lies’.454 Wheeler concurs, arguing that the challenge presented by this first
problematic discursive tendency is located ‘in the process of critical adaptation.
Wisdom lies in the judgement about [. . .] what may be accommodated and what
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must be challenged or rejected of the contemporary social and moral systems within
which we operate’.455
2.6.2 A myopic focus on creation-based theological ethics
Where the current Christian construct of singleness and marriage is primarily reliant
on Scriptural teaching and truth (as opposed to non-Scriptural doxic schemes of
thought), commentators, writers, and preachers tend to affirm the privileged place of
marriage and the nuclear family within the so-called “natural order” instituted by
God at the time of creation . Such appeals are almost exclusively made in light of the
creative passages of Genesis 1–2, and other biblical passages which refer to them.
Indeed, from church greats such as Calvin who asserted that, ‘inasmuch as Scripture
says that “male and female were created together” [Gn 2:21], it seems as if it called
everyone equally and without exception to marriage’,456 through to more contemporary
declarations that Christians believe ‘the vast majority of people are wired by God to
receive and express love in the context of a covenant [of marriage]’,457 theological
and pastoral approaches to singleness have been primarily compelled by a dogmatic
focus upon God’s intentions for the one-flesh relationship between men and women,
as depicted in the creation narratives and

broadly interpreted as a “natural”

anthropological necessity.
Schaeffer observes that the Christian discourse frequently employs the term
“creation” as theological shorthand which denotes ‘the explicit Christian convictions
on the origin, present state and eventual goal of the whole of “reality”. This use is
comparable to the way in which the words “nature” or “being” are used’.458 He goes
on to argue that such an understanding has ‘consequences for both our thinking about
[creation] and our human behaviour in and towards it’.459 Sowle-Cahill also notes the
established connection between the dogmatics of creation and ethical action,
observing that
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the theology of creation is part of an important and longstanding line of Christian thought that sees the fact that all
persons are creatures of God, and made in the image of God
(Gen 1:27), as offering a viable basis on which to affirm moral
insights.460
The existence of such a connection between a doctrine of creation and ethical insights
(i.e., between what is considered “natural” and how human creatures ought rightly
to live as a result) is surely a matter of some theological self-evidence.461 However,
the analysis of this chapter has demonstrated that a myopic application of such an
ethical methodology has resulted in a diminishment of the unmarried Christian life
for the reason that it concludes ‘[s]ingleness is unnatural—it goes against our very
nature’.462 As we have seen, this conclusion consequently decrees that Christian
singleness is justified only in specific and exceptional circumstances, and legitimated
only via a utilitarian instrumentality of subjective experience and external perception.
The single Christian life is thus denied any sense of inherent, independent or
indigenous theological value or ethical dignity.
This thesis is concerned with the question of whether such a conclusion is rightly
sustained. Having suggested some of the problematic applications of a dominant and
myopic creation-based ethical schema, the task we thus set ourselves herein is to
explore whether kernels of eschatological possibility may support a more
theologically expansive and pastorally sustaining ethic of singleness. Specifically, we
aim to consider how a thick theology of singleness might be gloriously vindicated
and magnificently transformed in the present if a church, who so frequently casts its
gaze pensively back to the time of creation, was equally committed to fixing its sight
460
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on the horizon of that same creation’s eschatological renewal and transformation.
Moltmann contends:
The believer is not set at the high noon of life, but at the dawn
of a new day at the point where night and day, things passing
and things to come, grapple with each other. Hence the
believer does not simply take the day as it comes, but looks
beyond the day to the things which, according to the promise
of whom who is creator ex nihilo and raiser of the dead, are still
to come.463

2.7 Retrieving singleness
The discursive analysis of this chapter has demonstrated the degree to which the
dominant construct of singleness has come to be posed as either a problem to be
solved, an interim period to be endured, or a tragedy of unrealised potential to be
lamented. This is the present moment of the Christian single. It is our contention that
this contemporary approach to singleness needs to be argued for rather than taken
for granted; theologically justified rather than pastorally assumed; and re-examined
and retrieved for its ‘faithfulness to God’s revelation in Jesus Christ, authoritatively
recorded in Scripture and handed down through the Church’,464 rather than asserted
as apparent self-evident cultural and doctrinal truth. It is to this task we now turn.
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PART TWO:
THEOLOGICAL RETRIEVAL

95

Chapter 3:
A methodology of retrieval
Rowan Williams argues that one of the enduring hermeneutical legacies of the
Reformation is the principle that ‘[w]hat is in front of you in the present moment
needs arguing, justifying; it doesn’t have to be this way. Even if you assert that it
should be this way [. . .] you still have to work to make the case’.465 It has already been
suggested that the dominant Christian construct of singleness requires more deeply
nuanced theological argumentation and justification. And yet what should
alternatively be in front of us in the present moment also needs arguing and justifying.
This is precisely the task at hand—the development of a careful and consistent
theological argument for a construct of Christian singleness which stands as a faithful
alternative to the ‘passive and palliative’466 ideology of the present moment. It is the
contention of this thesis that the methodology that best serves such a task is that of
theological retrieval.

3.1 The significance of the past in the present
We have argued that human beings are, by nature, historical creatures whose
perception of reality is inextricably shaped by their location and context within any
unique historical moment. As a result, the theological task of the church is inevitably
shaped by the particularity of the time, culture, and community in which it is
undertaken. However, history is not merely the domain of humanity but also, and
perhaps most importantly, the field of divine agency. God, who is himself located
outside the contingency of history, has chosen to bring his purposes to fruition in and
through it. Indeed, at the very crux of Christianity is the historical moment of the
resurrection, a moment in which the course of history was irrevocably altered, and
its teleological end announced. So it is that theology ‘always begins in the middle. It
is caught up in the middle of God’s reconciling activity, drawn along by its current,
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part of its history’.467 The theologian’s task, therefore, is one undertaken amongst a
great cloud of witnesses—those who have been, those who are, and those who are
yet to come—and intricately entwined with resources which are not indigenous to
their own unique time and place. The theological commission is a collective
commission, undertaken within the auspices of the church of the present, for the sake
of its future, but with deep gratitude for and active reliance upon its past.
Such a conclusion sits uncomfortably within the present historical moment of
modernity (and its progeny post-modernity) that is ‘above all things convinced that
it owes nothing to the past, that it has made itself, that what matters most is what is
happening right now’.468 Indeed, the very conceptual basis of “modernism” asserts
its independence from, and even its indifference towards, what has preceded it. It
declares itself to be unprecedented, autonomous, and ultimate. It breathlessly
announces ‘some bold new future that the dusty old institutions of the past had better
ready themselves for, lest they be left behind’.469 The theological arena has not proven
itself immune to what C.S. Lewis designates the ‘chronological snobbery’470 of
modernism. In fact, today’s theologian is forced to contend with the presupposition
that ‘intellectual inquiry in the “modern” (i.e., critical) era is qualitatively different
from intellectual inquiry in the past, from which it constitutes a profound and
liberating break’.471 “New” has not merely become synonymous with “better” (and
ultimately, “authentic”) in the eyes of the world, but also in the eyes and the teaching
of the church. Contemporary Western theology—undertaken as it is within a broader
cultural context whose paradigms are dominated by intersectional politics and social
“wokeness”—is, as Bohlinger argues, very often concerned with ‘being à la mode—
currently up to date and always dressed according to the latest conceptual fashion’.472
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As a consequence, two millennia of the church’s theological and pastoral resources
have become increasingly viewed as, at best, distant and quaint historical echoes of
limited relevance in the present, and at worst, outmoded and obstructive errors made
by those whose historical limitations prevented them apprehending true theological
authenticity. So it is that today’s church now finds itself ‘playing a perpetual game of
catch-up in which theology continually sheds elements from its past and [replaces]
them with whatever is most contemporary’.473
Such a contention might initially appear to contradict the previous chapter’s
argument that the contemporary church longs to recapture a perceived “historical
golden age” of marriage and family. In fact, the longing for a “return to the past”
may be perceived to directly contradict modernist ideology which sees the past as
hindrance to true theological and pastoral progress. However, a closer examination
of this nostalgic tendency reveals that the past which today’s church appeals to on
this matter is scarcely the “past” at all. It has been evidenced that the apprehension
of a familial and marital “golden age” of Christendom is, ultimately, a contemporary
fixation on the prototypical bourgeois family of the early modern era and its brief
idealisation and amplification in mid-twentieth-century post-modernity. That is, any
contemporary fascination with recapturing a supposedly authentically Christian
historical era of marriage and family is remarkably short-sighted, peering back little
further than the last two centuries of industrialised, Western society. In this sense,
the contemporary Christian idealisation of marital and familial nostalgia only serves
to retrench progressivist ideological narrative.
A second factor has also joined “chronological snobbery” in fostering a
contemporary theological milieu which minimises the relevance of the Christian past.
Prior to the fourteenth century, the central Christian predisposition had been to
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regard Scripture as the authoritative means by which God had chosen to reveal
himself to humankind, with tradition (and especially the ancient writings of the
church Fathers) considered a vitally important hermeneutical key to be utilised in the
reading and application of Scripture.474 However, during the late Middle Ages, there
developed a new theological inclination to increasingly ‘look on tradition as an
independent source of revealed truths not attested in Scripture’.475 This tendency which
increasingly positioned the authority of “tradition” as being equal to that of
Scripture—ratified at the Council of Trent—476 went on to provide no small amount
of fuel for the fires of the Reformation, and especially its cry of sola scriptura. And yet,
the Reformers’ assertion of the authority, sufficiency, and clarity of Scripture was
never designed to altogether isolate it from the church’s historical tradition, least of
all suggest that the latter should be regarded as inherently suspicious. In fact, major
Reformers actively sought to promote a high regard for the historical tradition of the
church, with Calvin, for example, only being willing to embrace the new theological
movement after he ‘had been persuaded himself that Reformation teaching was in
fact a restoration of the ancient evangel rather than a theological novelty’.477 In the
words of the French reformer himself, ‘we do not despise [the fathers . . ] I could with
no trouble at all prove that the greater part of what we are saying today meets their
approval’.478
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While the Reformers regarded their theological efforts to be in continuity with their
earlier (and especially, ancient) forebears, unfortunately ‘their later Protestant
successors have tended to eschew these same sources as superfluous to the Christian
identity, or even contrary to biblical authority’.479 Hall argues that
[p]ositively, the conservative evangelical is deeply committed
to the Scripture. Unfortunately, the same evangelical’s
commitment to the Bible is often divorced from the
trustworthy safeguards of an authoritative church tradition.
Frequently, we judge ourselves competent to overturn as
much historical precedent as necessary to maintain our own
interpretation of Scripture.480
We contend that Hall’s argument is certainly reflective of the contemporary
evangelical theological and pastoral discourse regarding singleness. The Reformers’
denouncement of idealised expressions of virginity generally—and clerical celibacy
specifically—alongside their corresponding rehabilitation of marriage, were
important aspects of their theological efforts. And yet, the contemporary Protestant
tendency to view their forebears’ slogan of sola scriptura as an indictment on any
appeal to earlier tradition and forms of life has unfortunately resulted in a near dearth
of sustained contemporary reflection on the historical theological regard for the
unmarried life.
Hauerwas challenges this concerning modernist lapse by arguing that ‘Christians do
not simply study the past, but rather the past continues to be crucial for the present’.481
Indeed, a key reason for the cruciality of contemplating the theological past is the
way in which it provides “clear air” for the theological undertakings of the present.
Immersing itself in its own community’s history provides the contemporary church
with the opportunity to step back from the prevailing assumptions of its own time
and, instead, situate itself in vistas which may provide glimpses of different and
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perhaps unexpected horizons unpolluted by contemporary complexities. Webster
argues:
[I]mmersion in the texts and habits of thought of earlier
(especially pre-modern) theology opens up a wide view of the
object of Christian theological reflection, setting before its
contemporary practitioners’ descriptions of the faith
unharassed by current anxieties, and enabling a certain liberty
in relation to the present.482
Such an exercise is not only intellectually refreshing but, according to Williams, ‘decentering’,483 for embracing the current relevance of the past implies a willingness to
critique the implicit superiority that modernist ideology has imbued into the present.
That is, it provides ‘an opportunity to see the present situation for what it is: a
moment in the history of redemption’.484 As Billings argues, ‘cross-cultural
interaction with those who came before us in the church [. . .] allows for our cultural
idols to be exposed’,485 thereby compelling the contemporary church to commit itself
to theological self-awareness, analysis and appraisal.
If thoughtful theology in the present does indeed demand ‘skills of theological
judgement schooled by the Christian past, alert to present opportunity, and enacted
with deference and hope’,486 then the contemporary Christian requires a renewed
commitment to the past, inhabited as it is by a ‘set of witnesses to the divine who are
privileged nodes within a conversation that extends into the present’.487 This is the
central principle of the mode of theological retrieval.

3.2 The mode of theological retrieval
Happily, the time in and around the new millennium has witnessed the
reinvigoration of a number of theological approaches, each of which Allen and Swain
note, ‘celebrates or calls for retrieving elements, practices, and texts from earlier
482
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Christian churches’.488 Indeed, as the twentieth century has given way to the twentyfirst, it appears that the practice of intentional theological retrieval may itself be in
the process of being retrieved.
While Kreider489 and Buschart and Eilers490 observe that it is Protestants—and
particularly evangelicals—who are taking the lead in the contemporary manifestation
of theological retrieval, a complex genealogical history lies behind its contemporary
revival. This family tree includes, though is not limited to the early to mid-twentiethcentury Roman Catholic movements of Ressourcement and Nouvelle Théologie; the
“rediscovery” work of individuals such as Karl Barth, Donald Bloesch and Thomas
Oden; Wirkungsgeschichte (Reception History of the Bible); Robert Webber’s AncientFuture Christianity; The Modern Hymn Movement; Theological Interpretation of
Scripture; Radical Orthodoxy; Ressourcement Thomism; The Chicago Call;
Evangelical Ressourcement; The Emerging or Emergent Church, and more.491 Such
a complex pedigree demonstrates that contemporary endeavours of theological
retrieval

are

constituted

by

significant

chronological,

confessional,

and

methodological diversity. As such, retrieval is ‘by no means the name of a monolithic
system’492 unified movement or collective school. Rather, the approach of retrieval is
best understood as a mode of theology, ‘an attitude of mind and a way of approaching
theological tasks’,493 that are, as Sarisky contends, unified by a ‘set of overlapping
concerns and substantive commitments’.494
At their most basic level, theologies of retrieval (henceforth to be interchangeably
referred to as retrievals) are united in their concern to look back to the past in order
to move forward into the future. They are ‘particular way[s] of carrying out
theological work [. . .] in which resources from the past are found distinctly
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advantageous for the present situation’.495 Retrievals thus eschew a focus on
innovation over inheritance,
not in the sense that they content themselves with formulaic
repetition, still less in endorsing everything the tradition has
ever said—but in the sense that they operate on the
presupposition that resolutions to the questions which they
address may well be found already somewhere in [. . .] the
Christian past.496
Retrievals not only hold that there is nothing (or, at least, very little) new under the
sun, but also that those who have lived under the same sun in the past are wellsituated to speak to the concerns of those who dwell under it in the present. The mode
recognises that, in the words of Barth, contemporary Christians ‘stand alongside
theologians of the past in the Church [. . .] even before we know them more closely,
by knowing that they [. . .] are in search of the answer to a question that concerns us
too’.497
Theologies of retrieval are also self-conscious exercises in theological discernment,
firmly grounded in Christianity’s long-standing commitment to the process of
reception and transmission. If, as Ireneaus argues, the church, ‘though disseminated
throughout the whole world, carefully guards this preaching and this faith which she
has received, as if she dwelt in one house [. . .] she preaches, teaches, and hands them
down harmoniously, as if she possessed but one mouth’,498 then attempts at
theological retrieval are perhaps best understood as an ‘intensification of the
cadence’499 of precisely this.
One of the definitional commitments common to retrievals is that they are not merely
pragmatic or traditionalist enterprises, but rather deeply doctrinal in both motivation
and compulsion:
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The deepest warrants for a program of retrieval are trinitarian
and Christological in nature. Formally stated, they concern
the relationship between the principles of theology and the
church, specifically the relationship between the Spirit of
Christ [. . .] and the renewed mind of the church.500
Not only are retrievals committed to the pneumatological truth that ‘the primary
bearer of tradition is not the individual or even the Church, but the Holy Spirit who
guides the Church into all truth’,501 they also share a profound ecclesiological concern
in that they emphasise the historical continuity and theological unity of membership
within the Body of Christ across both time and space. They hold that contemporary
Christians ought to regard the contributions of their theological ancestors as ‘not less
than our insights [. . . for in] communion with the saints throughout time is
comprehended the breadth and length, and depth and height [. . . of] the love of
Christ.’ 502 Consequently, retrievals hold that the church of the past is forever gifting
the church of the present, and that the church of the present bears the responsibility
of recognising that it will one day become the church of the past.
Another commonality across modes of retrieval is a desire to account for the doctrinal
relationship between Scripture and the tradition from which retrieval is enacted.
While all such approaches seek to explicate the significance of Scripture for
theological retrieval, those located within a Protestant context will, at this point,
necessarily diverge from attempts undertaken within a Roman Catholic or Orthodox
context (due to each confession’s divergent commitments concerning the relationship
between Scripture and “T/tradition”).503 For their part, Protestant attempts at
retrieval do not simply uphold the ultimate authority of the apostolic Scriptural
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deposit for the sake of theological and doctrinal retrieval. They also maintain that
'looking to Scripture is rightly regarded as the fundamental archetypal Christian
retrieval’.

504

However, the way in which the apostolic deposit has been received,

understood, and applied throughout the church’s history is still judged to be of vital
significance for the process of Protestant retrieval. Indeed, thoughtful Protestant
proponents argue that while we ‘cannot allow tradition to grow without
accountability to Scripture on which it purports to be based [. . . at] the same time we
cannot allow private interpretations of Scripture to occur without accountability to
the tradition’.505 What is envisaged is an interactive dialogue between Scripture and
tradition whereby the ultimate and intrinsic authority of the former is upheld (i.e.,
tradition is always open for critique and correction by Scripture), but in which the
latter is valued for the way it might foster the truthful understanding and application
of the former.506
The importance of appropriately utilising historical tradition leads to another area of
commonality across retrievals. Throughout its history, church leaders have held that,
to be ‘located within the Christian tradition means training is required for the
formation of habits necessary to sustain a distinctive way of life’.507 The need for such
training resulted in the historical development of resources which both formed and
affirmed the continuity between orthodoxy and orthopraxy. Such resources include
‘creeds or confessions, treatises or catechism, rubrics for worship or sacramental
practice, disciplines for daily piety and spiritual exercise, authority structures,
musical accompaniments to personal or corporate worship, architectural or artistic
structures that make the space of Christian practice’,508 commentaries, works of
theology, personal communication, sermons, and so on. Retrievals share a
commitment to draw upon this wide treasury of historical resources. Yet, such a
process obviously requires the application of discernment. Consequently, advocates
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of retrieval do not cast about blindly within the tradition. Rather, they seek to
undertake thoughtful and wise selectivity as those who desire to ‘drink from the
sources, but to [also] choose which sources it is healthy to drink from’.509 Thoughtful
retrieval thus requires critical assessment and selectivity not only with respect of the
type of sources which are drawn upon, but the extent to which they are regarded as
instructive for contemporary questions of faith.
Theologies of retrieval, however, are not only defined by what they positively share
in common. They are also identified by that which uniquely distinguishes them from
certain other theological approaches. For instance, programs of retrieval ought not
be confused with programs of historical theology, with which they share some
methodological resemblance. The historical theologian’s intention is to apprehend
how and why history unfolded as it did, so as to appreciate the dynamic implications
of this unfolding for the sake of the past itself. Such a practioner speaks about the past,
while refraining from making any sort of evaluative judgement about it, and most
certainly not for the sake of the present. Conversely, ‘the single most important
positive thesis about theologians of retrieval [. . .] is that they aim to think with rather
than about historical texts’.510 Indeed, the very raison d’être of retrieval is so the
deposit of the past may be rightly appropriated for the sake of the present.
Retrievals are also not akin to correlative theology which seeks to ‘critically
(cor)relate the saving message of the Christian faith with this modern context’511 such
that aspects of the faith might be reformulated anew for the contemporary context.
While an initial comparison between theological modes of retrieval and correlation
might suggest similarity, they are in fact quite distinct—even contradictory—
approaches. Correlative theology starts with the present—‘with our own cultural
agenda, questions, and needs’512—and then seeks to engage aspects of the Christian
past in order to determine nodes of correlation which make sense of the present. By
privileging the current moment as that which sets the terms for the dialogue,
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correlative theology can be in danger of succumbing to modern/post-modern
arrogance which, ‘instead of starting with the displacement of the self by reading as
ones who belong to Christ, [. . . may rather seek] out a relevant Jesus that
accommodates “me-centered” religion’.513 Approaches of retrieval, on the other
hand, are committed to retrieving ‘what is forgotten as a pre-condition to a fuller,
more theological understanding of modernity’.514 In so doing they acknowledge the
appropriateness—indeed, the necessity—of interrupting and intruding upon the
present.515 As Sarisky argues, retrievals are
less concerned to secure the plausibility of Christian theology
[in the present] by means of establishing similarities to
presently influential ideas, and more focused simply on
attending to, indwelling, and commending what they take to
be the most compelling articulations of the Christian gospel.516
As such, processes of theological retrieval do not allow the concerns of the present to
establish their normative or compelling agenda. Rather they ‘patiently and creatively
[attend] to the texts and traditions of earlier ages, appreciative of the Spirit’s work in
the past’,517 so that the same past might both inform the present and critique its
commitments and concerns. In doing so, they open up renewed or previously
unappreciated opportunities for faithfulness within the current moment.

3.3 Principles for a theological retrieval of singleness
We have suggested that the mode of theological retrieval offers much possibility for
the (re)construction of a thick theology of singleness within the contemporary
Protestant church. However, prior to implementing this methodology, it is necessary
to establish some principles to help orient, determine, and guide such an exercise. In
their significant monograph on the topic, Buschart and Eilers posit six consistent
principles exist that across the field of theological retrieval.518 Because their taxonomy
provides a helpful framework by which we may elucidate the opportunities and also
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parameters of the specific task of retrieval ahead, we shall briefly explore each in
turn.519
3.3.1 Retrieval is motivated by perceived inadequacy of contemporary resources
Buschart and Eilers argue that theologies of retrieval ‘turn to the past because they
survey the resources available in the present and find them wanting, inadequate for
meeting contemporary needs and opportunities’.520 Our previous chapter concluded
just that with respect to contemporary discursive resources on singleness. It was first
demonstrated that attitudes to singleness within the Christian discourse have, in no
small part, been formulated by way of implicit and explicit appropriation of secular
relational, romantic, and sexual norms. Compounding the problematic importation
of worldly doxic beliefs has been the church’s inability—and perhaps even
unwillingness—to distinguish between what is truly “biblical” and what has been
artificially baptised as such. Callaway concludes:
We have not only uncritically adopted a distorted and
distorting vision of marriage, singleness and sexuality from
our cultural environs, but we now organise our entire
common life together as if this vision were normative for
everyone within the Christian community. As a result, we are
no longer aware of all that is hidden from our view. We are
wearing blinders but have mistaken them for spectacles.521
It was also argued that present resources on this topic have been further rendered
insufficient by the sense in which they dominated by the privileged positioning of the
creative pericopes of Genesis 1–3 (and other related passages) which are seen to
render marriage and procreation as not only normative, but perhaps even, morally
speaking, compulsory for the Christian.
Given this inadequacy of present resources, the development of a faithful theology of
singleness for the contemporary church requires the employment of retrieval as a
‘diagnostic tool, a means of excavating underneath the current iterations of human
culture, or in our case, theological confession’.522 As a consequence, its employment
519
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herein will seek to explore how contributions from the Christian past might critically
“decentre” the prevailing Christian construct of singleness as it has been shaped by
recent secular ideology. It will also seek to discern important “recentring” lessons
concerning the significance of eschatological reflection on singleness from the
Christian past, for the sake of a faithful theology in the present. It should, however,
be noted that while the contemporary library of theological resources pertaining to
singleness has, as a collective whole, been found inadequate, there are certain presentday resources which will not only prove significant, but indeed valuable, for the task
at hand. Because, as van Vlastiun contends, we ‘read the Scriptures not only with
Christians of former cultures, but also in fellowship with Christians in other cultures
in our time’,523 the approach of theological retrieval herein will not only seek to
identify relevant and important voices from the Christian past, but also vital outliers
within more recent times.
3.3.2 Retrieval views history as a field of divine action
Theological retrieval relies on the assertion that history is the ‘realm of divine
operation and, therefore, that resources from the Christian past are serviceable for
the present’.524 This view of history gives rise to a number of specific implications for
the task ahead. While history is indeed the arena in which God’s sovereign plans and
purposes are carried out, it is also the space in which such divine action is undertaken
alongside, in response to and often in correction of the missteps of fallen, historical
creatures. Consequently, a theological retrieval of singleness must recognise that the
inadequacies, shortcomings, and mistakes pertaining to this topic are not indigenous
to our time alone. The need for such a warning arises from the fact that enthusiasm
for retrieval can sometimes tempt pundits to discount, or even intentionally baptise
errors within the Christian past—a kind of reverse form of modernist ideology.
Consequently, a key component of the enterprise herein is to bring critical
discernment and theological acumen to bear upon the voices and contributions that
are examined for the sake of theological retrieval. As the space of divine operation,
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history must train ‘the contemporary theologian’s attention onto the Christian past
in order to discern the Spirit’s presence in spite of human frailties and mistakes’.525
A second implication of this principle reaffirms one of the central concerns of our
exercise itself—the vital significance of eschatology for theological formulation. We
have already determined that the mode of retrieval is intrinsically theological in
motivation and rationale. Its cadence—receiving biblical truth from the past, for the
sake of the present, in order for it to be passed on into the future—is deeply
pneumatological, Christological, and ecclesiological. However, the affirmation that
history is the field of divine agency also serves to emphasise eschatology as a
fundamental feature of this type of theological approach. As Allen argues, the
church’s tradition ought to be considered in an ‘eschatological hue, graced out of
darkness, but not yet glorified into undimming light’.526 Thus it is that the exercise of
retrieval herein—concerned with locating historically recognised kernels of
eschatological promise to assist in a thick theological construct of singleness—is one
which is itself an eschatologically oriented enterprise.
3.3.3 Retrieval shows confidence in Christianity’s own language and conceptual
resources
Retrieval remains committed to the principle that theological formulation is rightly
informed by resources native to the Christian faith itself. That is, ‘the grammar or
logic of Christian belief and its practices are unapologetically taken as ready resources
for the work of theology’.527 Therefore, while the library of contemporary Christian
resources pertaining to a theological construct of singleness has been, by and large,
found inadequate for the needs of the present, the origin of this inadequacy lies not
with the conceptual resources of Christianity itself, but rather in their
misappropriation, misinterpretation, or misconstrual.
Instead of seeking to derive theological knowledge pertaining to the construct of
singleness from external resources outside of Christianity, the exercise of retrieval
that is to follow will, therefore, unapologetically seek to exhibit a discerning
525
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‘confidence in the application of distinctly Christians means of naming and
describing’.528 Furthermore, as an exercise of retrieval undertaken from within a
Reformed confessional context,529 Scripture itself will provide the primary
conceptual, definitional, and authoritative ground from which our retrieval will be
undertaken. As a particular demonstration of that principle, a later chapter will
specifically focus on how key biblical passages concerning the eschatological import
of singleness have been received across the history of the tradition.
And yet, a commitment to the ultimate authority of Scripture does not negate the
significance of carefully attending to how it has been variously understood and
implemented throughout the Christian past. Consequently, our exercise of retrieval
will also seek to engage with other aspects of Christian “capital”, including expansive
observations about the theological contours of the unmarried Christian life
throughout the first millennium and a half of the church’s history, as well as more
detailed engagement with specific theological insights belonging to various key
individuals across the confessional and chronological tradition.
3.3.4 Retrieval practices theology as a “churchly” endeavour
The mode of theological retrieval recognises that ‘the church is the seedbed of
theology, the fertile creaturely field within which alone Christ’s teaching has the
promise of flourishing in renewed human understanding’.530 As such, attempts of
theological retrieval unapologetically restrict themselves to speaking from, for, and into
the context of the church. This raises two significant implications for our own specific
exercise herein.
Firstly, because retrieval holds that, at ‘the risk of misleading brevity, the church
should be the church’,531 our focus is on the retrieval of an authentic theology of
singleness for the sake of the Body of Christ. It is the Christian construct of singleness with
which we are concerned. It is the renewing, reforming and reinvigorating of the
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church’s understanding of, and approach to, the unmarried Christian life which is our
focus. Of course, such an endeavour will recognise that ‘Christianity will always have
to contend [with] the calibration of the relationship between the church and the larger
cultural context—“the world”—in which the church is incarnated at any given time
and place’.532 The veracity of this claim has already been evidenced in the first two
chapters of this thesis. And yet, the task of seeking to correctly calibrate, or recalibrate, this relationship is not primarily undertaken for the benefit of the world,
but for the sake of the church.533 As a result, the definition, scope, and purposes of
singleness which we will seek to re-examine and re-establish herein will be
specifically limited to the definition, scope, and purposes of Christian singleness.
Secondly, as a “churchly” endeavour, theological retrieval recognises that
the history and tradition of the church is not the birth right of
any one Christian communion but a shared heritage that has
been, is, and must continue to be integral to all Christian
communions. We all, Protestant, Catholic, or Orthodox,
drink from the same well or a common Christian tradition.534
Such a conviction does not mean that approaches of retrieval consider any
theological distinctions between the three confessional communions to be irrelevant,
arbitrary, or unimportant. Rather, this principle seeks to acknowledge that the church
history to which we will soon turn is a communal history, and one which no single
confessional community is able to lay exclusive claim to or deny another from
embracing as its own heritage. Practitioners of retrieval thus seek to discerningly
draw upon resources and dialogue with individuals from both within and without
their own confessional, ecclesiological, geographical, and chronological milieu. In so
doing, the ‘mode of retrieval expands the theologian’s set of dialogue partners beyond
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what the current scene offers [. . . and] opens up a whole new set of possibilities,
expanding the horizons within which a theologian can reflect on a set of issues’.535
Consequently, while the previous chapter’s analysis of the positioning of singleness
within the Christian discourse predominantly interacted (by necessity) with resources
written

from

a

Protestant—and

particularly

evangelical—perspective,

we

nonetheless recognise that the establishment of a culture of theological retrieval is
‘not simply a Protestant task, but one for ecumenical ecclesial reason’.536 The
discerning embrace of relevant and faithful offerings of ecumenical approaches to
singleness across both time and tradition will, therefore, be an important feature of
our enterprise of retrieval.

3.3.5 Retrieval affirms Christianity’s sociality
While the previous principle unashamedly contends that the church is a unique
community with its own distinctive identity, formation, grammar, and practices, the
mode of theological retrieval also recognises that ‘Christian existence is socially
embodied, and this means that expressions of Christian faith [. . .] are embedded in
communities in particular times, places and cultures’.537 Because theological retrieval
is more than mere archaeological analysis—it seeks to uncover key aspects of the past
in order to identify and implement their significance for the present—it is an
interpretative task which must seek to ‘discern and navigate the social particularities
of Christian belief and practice both then and now’.538 Thus follows a number of
important implications for our purposes.
Firstly, our exercise of retrieval will necessarily grapple with the fact that the
historical resources we draw from were written within a specific spiritual, cultural,
and social imaginary. As such, it will be vital to not only recognise areas of
dissimilarity between the contemporary context and that of our spiritual ancestors,
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but to also understand the implications of this for our interpretation of their resources.
Williams warns contemporary (and especially evangelical) readers that in seeking to
retrieve from the resources of the early church, the patristic faces they meet ‘will not
all be familiar or even comfortable ones [. . . for they] will find some wholly unique
features about the patristic age that will not easily be squared with their religious
worldviews’.539 Such a caution is especially relevant to the topic at hand for, as
Williams continues, early Christianity came to elevate ‘the pursuit of asceticism to a
position of spiritual superiority over that of faithful Christians married and living in
communities’.540 To most modern eyes, a spiritual imaginary which positioned the
unmarried, celibate life to a position of marked superiority is not only confronting,
but perhaps even confounding. And yet we must also apply the same principle to our
interpretative review of resources from the Reformers who, in their own strange time,
not only rehabilitated marriage within the priesthood but eventually established it as
normative for the Christian life more generally. Thus, in order to helpfully retrieve
from the Christian past, we must also ‘consider the social factors that contributed to
their flourishing, such as shared assumptions, beliefs, doctrines and practices’.541 This
principle not only forms part of the purpose of the ancient and medieval historical
overview to follow in our next chapter, but also re-emphasises the significance of the
more recent historical insights offered in our previous two chapters.
However, while an approach of retrieval must crucially appreciate the unique
character of the “then”, it must also recognise the corresponding significance of the
“now”. That is, it must seek to apprehend and appreciate the particularity of the
social and spiritual imaginary from which retrieval is undertaken. The discursive
analysis of the previous two chapters has already demonstrated the importance of
such a principle. Yet, the consequence of Christianity’s sociality has a further
implication for our specific exercise of retrieval. Any practitioner of retrieval—not
least the author of this thesis—is themselves embedded in a particular confessional
and theological location which has its own inevitable implications for the
interpretative task they undertake. That is to say, a ‘theologian’s confessional
539
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allegiances can influence how they approach the task of retrieval’.542 It is therefore
necessary to acknowledge that the exercise of retrieval herein is undertaken within a
Protestant, and more specifically Reformed and evangelical theological context. Such
an acknowledgement does not negate the already established commitment to
retrieving a theology of singleness from a range of relevant ecumenical resources and
dialogue partners.543 Indeed, the catholicity of the church—affirmed in the Apostles’
Creed—is a central component of the Protestant confession. Yet, the Protestant
context of this thesis does bring certain confessional commitments to the table which
will inevitably influence some aspects of how retrieval is to be undertaken. Perhaps
the most pertinent of these commitments is the doctrinal refraction of the authority
of Scripture through the Reformed formulation of sola scriptura. Consequently, our
particular exercise of theological retrieval will be committed to discerning,
evaluating, and interpreting the faithfulness of resources from the Christian past, for
the formulation of an authentically Christian theology of singleness in the present, in
submission to the authoritative lens of Scripture.544
3.3.6 Retrieval navigates continuity and discontinuity between past and present
One of the clear perils facing any proponent of theological retrieval is the degree to
which they successfully reckon with historical change as a fundamental reality within
their interpretative and practical task. Because God has exercised his divine
prerogative to work in and through the field of history, Christians have a ‘strong
investment in history as a discipline which seeks to hold together in one story
continuity and discontinuity’.545 This means they necessarily recognise that change
has interrupted, even disrupted, the way things were such that, although the past
remains relevant to the present, it is not the same as the present. Consequently,
theological retrieval is a dynamic undertaking which compels its practitioner to
evaluate the sense in which retrieval means the reception of ‘a new word—not “new”
in the sense of “never before” but in the sense of receiving the deposit of faith “for
542
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now”’.546 This principle of navigating continuity and discontinuity—of determining
in what sense the “old” word of the past is now a “new” word in the present—has
implications for the way in which the theologian formulates the desired outcomes of
their task of retrieval. In particular, they must attend to the question of what they
ultimately seek to achieve in and for the church of today—for failure to reckon carefully
with the relationship of historical change can result in a fundamentally flawed
exercise of theological retrieval.
For instance, a poorly conceived reckoning of the continuity/discontinuity
construct—especially as influenced by the ideological milieu of modernism—may
ultimately lead theologies of retrieval to result in unexamined reinforcement of
contemporary Christian commitments. When the present is given such intellectual
primacy that resources of the past are, perhaps subconsciously, utilised as a ‘mirror
for our own preferences and assumptions’ 547 the task of retrieval only serves to
buttress the theological imaginary of the present. Such an outcome is one of
retrenchment. Of course, the analysis and conclusions of the previous chapters suggest
that such an outcome is not likely to be a hazard facing the particular iteration of
theological retrieval in this thesis!
However, a second error of outcome may pose a greater temptation to the task at
hand, for an irresponsible navigation of historical continuity and discontinuity can
also lead to—or in fact be inappropriately motivated by—the romantic idealisation
of a past historical moment which, it is argued, should be recaptured in the
contemporary moment. Thus, some instances of theological retrieval can either
intentionally or subliminally aim to restore the past within the present. Where an
outcome (or motivation) of retrenchment seeks to position the present as superior to
the past, this alternative approach—one of repristination—does just the reverse. It
‘disrespects the past as the past [. . . and] fails to engage the past on its own terms’.548
Such an outcome of retrieval fails to recognise that certain developments throughout
the history of the church may actually represent important theological advances and
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necessary pastoral re-formulations in the face of historical error.549 As such,
theological retrieval, undertaken within the confines of a faithful hamartiology, must
necessarily recognise that ‘the past is not pristine and bears no more promise for
perfection that we do at the present’.550 The exercise of theological retrieval to follow
must thus resist the lure to idealise a specific period within the history of the church—
most notably, any era in which the unmarried life was venerated as superior—as the
ultimate spiritual moment to be repristinated in the church’s present.
It is important to acknowledge that the subject matter of this thesis arguably makes
the responsible navigation of this intricate tension between inclinations towards
either retrenchment or repristination especially complex. As shall be evidenced in the
following chapter, the early church’s theological construct of the unmarried life was
intricately and inexorably coupled with progressively privileged practices of ascetism
and monasticism. These ancient forms of life would go on to provide a foundation
for the development of mandatory clerical celibacy and the theological superiority of
virginity within the church across the next millennium. This was the historic
orthodoxic and orthopraxic context into which the Reformers’ theological and
pastoral rehabilitation of marriage, and subsequent deprecation of singleness, sought
to respond. And yet both of those historical contexts are discontinuous with the reality
of a contemporary Christian construct of singleness. As such, our exercise of
theological retrieval will ultimately need to grapple with the question of how to draw
upon relevant resources from within the tradition, in a way that faithfully embraces
instances of theological continuity within the broader context of a discontinuous
contemporary moment.
We thus concur with retrieval commentators such as Husbands,551 Williams,552
Webster,553 and Buschart and Eilers,554 that this kind of carefully tensed navigation
ought to aim for a retrieval outcome, not of retrenchment or repristination, but of
549
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ressourcement. The terminology, and indeed principles, of ressourcement (literally,
‘return to the sources’) has been appropriated from the mid-twentieth-century Roman
Catholic movement whose proponents engaged with ‘discursive commentary on the
Christian past [. . . with] their chief aim being edification by directing the church to
the treasures of meaning which lay ready to be discovered in earlier apprehensions of
divine revelation’.555 Ressourcement-focused retrieval does not seek ‘cryogenic-like
preservation or simple reiteration of what has been believed and taught in the past
[. . . but] entails constructive engagement with ideas from the present’.556 In so doing,
it calls its practitioners to honour historical continuity by allowing the tradition of the
Christian past to challenge the perspectives of the Christian present. However, it also
respects historical discontinuity by recognising the distinctiveness of both historical
moments. Retrieval as ressourcement ‘establishes an honest and true assessment of the
period’557 from which it draws. It seeks responsible interpretation, evaluation, and
utilisaltion of the offerings of the Christian past—including testing the tradition’s
faithfulness (which, in the Protestant context, is done against the grain of Scripture)—
while always ‘remaining receptive to the Spirit’s agency to initiate fresh performances
in the here and now’.558
In summary then, in recognising the need conscientiously to navigate continuity and
discontinuity between the Christian past and present, this thesis rejects retrieval for
the sake of retrenching current theological constructs of singleness. Furthermore,
although it will argue that certain periods of the church’s past may have specific
relevance for our topic, our approach also declines to identify any period of Christian
history as the “golden age” of singleness which is ripe for repristination. Rather, our
exercise of retrieval shall endeavour to develop a ressourcement-driven approach to a
theological retrieval of singleness for the church of today. Such an approach
responsibly looks back and faithfully moves forward [. . . and]
negotiates the tensions of retrieval in ways that resonate with
the distinctives of one’s own tradition, both the implicit views
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of history and the doctrinal and social elements that justify the
ongoing relevance of the Christian tradition.559

3.4 Embarking on retrieval
Zahl contends that the interesting question about retrieval is ‘not whether we should
do it, but how we should do it, and whether there are any particular problems or
dynamics we need to be aware of in doing so in order to make sure we do it well’.560
The discussion above has sought to establish a range of principles and parameters to
provide direction and clarity for a responsible and faithful theological retrieval of
singleness for the contemporary church. So it is that we now set out on such an
undertaking.
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Chapter 4:
Retrieving from the field of Christian history
4.1 Singleness, Christian history and theological retrieval
The first two chapters of this thesis explored the broad historical contours of marriage
and singleness—both culturally and theologically—from the middle of the second
millennium to their present location within post-modern Western society and
contemporary Christian discourse. In this chapter we turn our attention to an
exploration of the theological development of virginity (as a pre-cursor to the
contemporary construct of singleness) within the preceding eras of Christian
Antiquity and the Middle Ages. Our intention in doing so is twofold. Firstly, this
analysis will provide necessary historical contextualisation for the theological and
exegetical retrieval of subsequent chapters. However, secondly, the very process of
exploring relevant historical aspects of the theological (and especially eschatological)
development of virginity, will also serve to silhouette the contemporary Christian
construct of singleness against the church’s own historical tradition. The recentring
and decentring results of such a process will thus establish this chapter as a metaexercise of theological retrieval in its own right.
Before embarking on this task in proper, it is necessary to return to the complex
terminological observations raised in our introduction. The English word “single” is
derived from the early fourteenth century Old French term “sengle” (a synonym for
someone who is not married).561 In our earlier chapters we evidenced examples of
how more nuanced (and often gendered) categories of “singleness”—such as
“spinster”, “old maid” and “bachelor”—were developed to describe and define the
situation of being unmarried in specific historical and cultural settings. The dominant
equivalent construct which tended to characterise the full chronological and
geographical field of the first 1500 years of the church’s history, was primarily that of
“virginity”. It is, therefore, this concept that shall be the focus of our present chapter.
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However, it is also important to recognise that historical ‘conceptions of virginity are
very different from the twentieth-century sense of virginity’.562 In one pivotal sense,
the modern conceptual understanding of virginity is consistent with its pre-modern
usage, for, like us, the early and medieval church also referred to an individual who
had not engaged in sexual intercourse with another as being a virgin.563 Yet, as shall
be established below, the pre-modern church also came to understand virginity as a
more expansive moral and theological category, and even ideal. As a result,
associated

cognates—including

continence,

chastity,

and

celibacy564—and

comparative states—including widowhood, marriage, and the monastic life—are
found to frequently characterise historical discussions concerning virginity. This
ultimately means that the ideological and theological formation of virginity in the
early and medieval church is rather difficult to precisely articulate. As a result, the
intention herein is not to provide an exhaustive evaluation of all theological
permutations of virginity across that whole period, but rather to trace its broad
theological—and especially eschatological—contours as understood and undertaken
within the first millennium and a half of Christian history. 565 We shall then be in a
position to suggest some initial implications of what has been uncovered for the sake
of a contemporary theological retrieval of singleness.
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4.2 Virginity in the early church
As modern minds consider the place of marriage and singleness throughout Christian
history, there can develop a tendency to portray the early church as having been
uniformly enthusiastic about the unmarried life. Such a conclusion is often motivated
by a range of assumptions that contemporary believers tend to make concerning the
lives and times of their ancient forebears, not the least being an inclination to presume
that ancient Christians were pervasively prudish when it came to matters of sexuality.
However, the theological reality of the unmarried life within Christian antiquity is
actually deeply complex, intricately nuanced and, at times, even paradoxical. In light
of this, eminent historian Peter Brown considers it imperative that modern persons
bring to the ancient texts ‘their due measure of warm, red blood [. . . for by] studying
their precise social and religious context, the scholar can give back to these ideas a
little of the human weight that they once carried in their own time’.566
4.2.1 Virginity in the church of the first and second centuries
With respect to virginity, such an endeavour commences with the recognition that
the ‘teachings of Jesus and Paul provided a rather inauspicious beginning for early
Christian reflection on marriage and sexuality. Indeed, they seem to have inspired
contradictory tendencies in early Christian piety’.567 Within half a century of Jesus’
death, itinerant preachers served communities of Christians throughout the western
Mediterranean region. The majority of these peripatetic individuals had either
remained unmarried or had left behind home, spouse, and family to pursue their
calling. Such choices, which represented ‘drastic dislocation[s] of the normal course
of their lives’,568 were made in response to the anticipated eschatological—and even
apocalyptic—disruption of the present social order. These were individuals who
heard and heeded Jesus’ call to forsake the comforts, security, and benefits of
marriage and family for the sake of the Kingdom (Mt 19:12, Lk 18:29). However,
those who embarked on such lives of intentional virginity, or committed abstinence
in marriage were the rare exception, rather than the norm. Indeed, the vast majority
566
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of Christians of that first century (and, indeed, of the centuries that were to follow)
were husbands and wives, ‘careworn and decent householders [. . . who] were in no
position to allow the painfully assembled fabric of their social person [. . .] to
evaporate at the call of the wandering few’.569
As the decades progressed, and the first century turned into the second, the virginal
unmarried—or, for some, the married abstinent—life continued to be the reserve of
a privileged few. Within these first two centuries even the ranks of bishops, priests,
and elders remained predominantly occupied by committed family men. As
numerous church leaders and apologists sought strategic engagement with a hostile
pagan environment, their arguments ‘nearly always entailed an appeal to the strict
marital practices of Christians’.570 Such a focus on encouraging and facilitating
ordered sexuality and marriage was intended as both a rejoinder to the consistent
reports of rumoured sexual debauchery practiced by the Christian community,571 and
a promotion of Christian moral and ethical excellence in contrast to pagan
licentiousness. Far from occupying a position of generally desirable or readily
attainable superiority, the call to virginity thus actually generated substantial tension
within the infant church. As Gasparro notes, both Clement of Rome and Ignatius of
Antioch expressed genuine concerns about ‘actual ruptures within the community
[. . . regarding] the formation of a class of perfect Christians who, in choosing
continence, proclaimed their superior religious status over those believers who
married’.572 As a result, church fathers of the second and early third centuries
frequently grappled with the complexity of celebrating sexual continence as a biblical
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ideal, while simultaneously upholding the honour of marriage as a key scriptural
teaching and societal good.573
This undertaking was further complicated by the second-century emergence of
Christian encratic sects who, in perceiving a theological link between sex, procreation
and humankind’s fall into sin, were broadly united in their rejection of marriage and
sexual activity. Under some degree of gnostic anti-material (and therefore, anti-body)
influence, encratic teaching generally aligned sexual abstinence with a ‘return to
paradise and a regaining of the angelic condition of original creation’.574 However,
by the beginning of the third century the orthodox pushback against these encratic
teachings had become so successful that to ‘reject marriage had become ‘heresy’ [. . .]
and the “Encratites” now entered the growing lists of deviant groups compiled by
early Christian heresiologists’.575 Consequently, while some early fathers such as
Clement of Alexandria sought to portray both ‘celibacy and marriage [as having]
their own different forms of service and ministry to the Lord’,576 most attempts to
laud the unmarried Christian life as uniquely significant in theological value came to
be increasingly overshadowed by vocal opposition to separatist encratic convictions
and practices.
Even where perpetual virginity was recognised as a valid Christian alternative to
marriage, the choice to undertake such a life remained beyond the reach of the
majority of the early church’s young Christian men and women. Because ‘all
discussion of sexual renunciation took place in the light of an unspoken timetable,
laid down, within the household, by the old for the young’,577 a self-enacted choice
to not marry remained unfeasible for most. While some pragmatic restraints—
namely the complexity of securing one’s child a potential spouse from within suitable
Christian and social circles—undoubtedly led to higher incidences of prolonged
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virginity for some, the ironic reality is that the Christian ethic of sexual and relational
abstinence of the first centuries was one which predominantly emerged out of
marriage. That is, it was the widowed—rather than the never married—who found
themselves in the position to actively choose the unmarried life. As such, the continent
individual of that period was not typically a virgin, but more often a husband or
wife—and father or mother—whose spouse had died.
4.2.2 Virginity in the church of the third century
However, as the third century progressed, there began to (re)emerge an increasingly
prominent ‘younger generation of leaders [who] were simply not interested in
rethinking the issue of the sanctification of the married. [. . .] Their slogan was
“virginity”’.578 Indeed, over time many leaders and clergy of this period—amongst
them Origen,579 Cyprian,580 and Tertullian581—came to develop their own theological
approaches to marriage and virginity which, though remaining somewhat distinct
from the perceived gnostic heresies of earlier years, often ‘approached the topic of
celibacy and marriage from within the basic encratite framework that associated
sexuality with sin and linked salvation with sexual purity’.582 The theological
underpinning of this reinvigorated notion of sexual renunciation was, in no small
part, eschatological in content. For instance, writing in the first half of the third
century, Origen (c. AD 184–253) argued that ‘Adam had a body in Paradise; but in
Paradise he did not “know” Eve’.583 Because he held that sexuality was a
postlapsarian reality of the human experience, Origen depicted the body as being
poised ‘on the edge of a transformation so enormous as to make all present notions
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of identity tied to sexual differences, all social roles based on marriage, procreation,
and childbirth, seem as fragile as dust dancing in a sunbeam’.584 For Origen, the
virginal Christian life readily embraced, and even hastened the full realisation of the
discontinuity between this inadequate world and the glory of the next. In this sense,
the virgin became a teleological symbol mediating between earth and heaven; an
earthly foreshadowing of the eschatological return to paradisal purity; a tangible
‘temple to the Lord’.585 Writing later that same century, Methodius of Olympus
(c. AD 250–311) similarly framed marriage as a divinely gifted concession to
humanity’s fall and virginity as the previously Adamic, and now eschatological ideal
to which the faithful might aspire in Christ.586 Although marriage continued to be the
social norm for the majority of Eastern believers throughout this period, this newly
invigorated theological celebration of the unmarried life meant that those who
practiced celibacy—and particularly those who remained virgins—came to occupy a
progressively elite position within the believing community and were increasingly
regarded as superior in heavenly, even salvific, status.
This theological idealising of virginity ultimately gave rise to the development of a
diverse array of ascetic communities within the third century church of the East.
From the Syrian “walking men”, to the separatist communities of Asia Minor, and
celibate sects of northern Mesopotamia,587 the celibate Christian life became
idiosyncratically promulgated across the East. Although each group ‘developed its
own spirituality, and practices, as well as the structures and vocabulary to support
and express them’,588 virginity—justified as eschatologically superlative—was
uniform amongst them. However, despite their increasing popularity and influence,
the ascetic sects of that century remained the arena of privileged protagonists who
could afford the social and financial cost of a separatist life. With the vast majority
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of Eastern Christians continuing to marry and establish households,589 gradually a
‘reverent chasm [. . .] opened up between married persons “in the world” and the
“angelic life” of their ascetic heroes’.590
Meanwhile, writings on virginity by contemporaneous Latin fathers had failed to
attain the same level of acclaim as that of their Greek-speaking counterparts, and the
Eastern monastics remained distant and enigmatic figures. And yet despite this, the
Latin priesthood had already found itself ‘well on the way to becoming a special kind
of Christian caste, something it had not been before this time’.591 Although celibacy
had not yet been ecclesiologically mandated, the increasingly elite positioning of the
priesthood in the West went hand in hand with a mounting expectation that leading
Latin clerics would devote themselves to a lifetime of virginity as a tangible reflection
of their vocational distinctiveness:
A norm was established which called for serious clerics to lead
celibate lives in some form of community—the married
bishop, priest or deacon who kept his own household was
considered to be less holy, his dedication less firm, than his
unmarried confrere. 592
So it was that, by the close of the third century, the church of both the East and the
West was well-primed for the two remarkable centuries that were to follow. Indeed,
those who would go on to prove highly influential proponents of celibacy within the
fourth and fifth centuries
inherited a revolution; they did not initiate one. [. . .The]
horizons of the possible had already been determined, silently
and decisively, in a slow folding of the moral landscape of the
Christian world. Total sexual renunciation had become a
widely acclaimed feature of the Christian life.593

589

Including the preponderance of Eastern church leaders. See, Brundage, Law, Sex and Christian
Society, 69.
590
Brown, Body and Society, 208.
591
Frazee, “Origins of Clerical Celibacy,” 111.
592
Frazee, “Origins of Clerical Celibacy,” 111.
593
Brown, Body and Society, 208.

127

4.2.3 Virginity in the church of the fourth and fifth centuries
By the dawn of these two fertile centuries of Christian virginity, Eastern discourse
had come to be dominated by the prodigious monasticism of the desert. Egyptian
monks such as Anthony and Pachomius had disengaged from the world and its
binding social structures of marriage, sex, procreation, childrearing, and household
management and had instead set out to establish an alternative reality finely balanced
between the remote villages of the Egyptian interior and the wastelands of the sandy
plains. The desert monks—both men and women alike594—saw their ascetic lifestyles
as the ‘precious freedom to mourn for their sins and to suffer in this life so that they
might regain a future glory for their bodies’.595 Sexual renunciation was fundamental
to this sense of deprivation of the earthly self for the sake of the eternal. By the turn
of the fifth century, cenobitic—and often enclosed—societies with their own
organised life, communal practices, and leadership had firmly established themselves
within the barren Egyptian deserts. Yet, while the virginal life of monasticism was
idealised by these ascetic communities, the monks did ‘not threaten to bring the
“present age” to a dramatic end by urging the end of marriage’ for all.596 For
household leaders, those whose familial future was firmly grounded in dynastic
establishment and the prospering of the city, the pursuit of monastic virginity—
particularly amongst young male progeny—represented an economic and social
death knell. It was thus something to be urgently discouraged or adamantly
disallowed. As a consequence, the cenobitic pursuit typically remained the domain
of a select few within the financially independent and socially lithe urban elite. Even
as the Egyptian monasticism of the fourth century swept through the Orient, the preexisting chasm between the ascetic “angels of the East” and their married
counterparts in the surrounding villages and towns only grew.
It is, therefore, somewhat remarkable to observe that the dominant fourth and fifthcentury thought leaders who set out to convince the church that ‘stormy ventures in
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the new ascetic life could be spoken of in public in elevating terms’,597 were not the
separatist monastics themselves, but rather the urban intellectuals. One such
protagonist, Gregory of Nyssa (c. AD 335–394), sought to exhort the Cappadocian
Christians to embrace the superiority of Christian celibacy outside of the limited
arena of ascetic monasticism. Echoing some of his third-century forebears, Gregory
claimed that humanity as originally created by God, was angelically asexual. As a
consequence, he held that marriage, sexual intercourse, and even sexual
differentiation had been entirely absent from Adam and Eve’s Edenic existence.598
These aspects of the human reality were, he argued, graciously given by God—or in
the case of sexual differentiation, mercifully activated—as a loving concession to
secure the survival of a fallen humanity who had tragically exchanged paradisiacal
immortality for exiled morality. While marriage was, therefore, ‘compensation for
having to die’,599
those who by virginity have desisted from this process have
drawn within themselves the boundary line of death, and by
their own deed have checked his advance; they have made
themselves, in fact, a frontier between life and death, and a
barrier too, which thwarts him.600
Where marriage (and therefore, sex) was inextricably associated with the relentless
march of time and the miserable inevitability of mortality, virginity was for Gregory
‘the first step on a freely chosen path from the corruption of the present life back
toward the restoration of life in original creation; a genderless, passionless,
marriageless and immortal state in the image of God’.601 Because he understood the
goal of fallen humanity as being to strive towards the teleological rediscovery of
Edenic existence, virginity ‘which is stronger than the power of death, is, to those
who think, the preferable [life]’.602 Indeed, the virgin was the one who most closely
resembled the eschatological future, not merely in terms of their similitude to Adam
and Eve’s asexual and non-marital existence, but because to ‘abandon marriage was
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to face down death. It was to deliver no further hostages to death in the form of
children’.603
Another fourth-century Eastern advocate of the virginal life was Gregory’s
contemporary, the famous “Golden Mouth” John Chrysostom (c. AD 349–407).
Chrysostom held that paganism exercised a pervasively distracting and destructive
influence amongst the believing inhabitants of his city, Antioch. As such, he longed
for Christian citizens to proactively seek the godly transformation of the imperial city
into the likeness of God’s kingdom. In sharing the same postlapsarian contention as
Gregory of Nyssa— ‘Death introduced [marriage, intercourse and childbirth] in its
wake’604—Chrysostom taught that sexuality was not an essential element of the
human condition, nor was marriage part of the creation mandate. Rather, both were
a direct consequence of humankind’s fall into sin. As such he urged his listeners to
embrace the virginal life as one of urgent eschatological obedience—‘Let us not think,
therefore, that the power to marry, which arose in the beginning, is binding upon us
for the future and keeps us from withdrawing from marriage. God wants us to leave
it behind’.605 And yet, to Chrysostom’s mind, the committed life of the virgin was not
only an ideal opportunity for the Christian to exhibit obedience to God, but also to
rebel against a wicked and pagan empire. That is, in perceiving the postlapsarian
realities of marriage and procreation as only serving to colonise and glorify the pagan
realm of the post-resurrection age, Chrysostom considered Christian sexual
renunciation to be instrumental in bringing about the societal transformation for
which he so longed.
We ought not underestimate the significance of Gregory of Nyssa and John
Chrysostom’s teaching (amongst others) within the early discourse’s development of
virginity as an eschatologically superior way of life. These fourth-century men had
‘mobilized all the resources of a late classical culture in its Christian form to glorify
the practice of virginity’,606 and in doing so had also nurtured the enormously popular
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monastic movements which had ‘moved into Palestine, Syria and Asia Minor with
astonishing rapidity and enlisted men and women in the tens of thousands’.607
While the eastern regions of fourth-century Christendom were grappling with the
astonishing popularity of various monastic movements and their leading proponents’
theological exaltation of the virginal life, the Christian West was simultaneously
developing its own dominant ideological practices of virginity. Geographical
distance, historical context, and cultural specificity had meant that the Latin church
remained largely shielded from the pervasive influence of the Eastern ascetic desert
dwellers and the teachings of key Greek fathers. This meant that it was their own
fathers who ‘helped establish the importance and idealization of virginity in these
early centuries’608 throughout the Western church. One such prominent individual,
Ambrose Bishop of Milan (c. AD 339–397), had independently come to reflect some
of the same dichotomous sentiments concerning the world and the ethereal present
found in John Chrysostom. As Brown describes, Ambrose’s world was a ‘tensile
system [. . .] built up through a series of potent antitheses: Christian and pagan,
Catholic and heretic, Bible truth and “worldly” guesswork’.609 The bishop regarded
the Christian’s responsibility to be the avoidance of “admixture”—and thus
contamination—across these dichotomies. To his thinking, sex and marriage were
primary arenas in which the Christian was primed to cede to the danger of admixture,
while virginity was just the opposite: ‘[W]hat is virginial chastity but purity free from
stain?’.610 For Ambrose, virginity was the ‘pinnacle and the model of a state of sexual
intactness that men, and especially members of the clergy, should strive to make their
own’.611
Seeking to counter such increasingly dominant teaching concerning the superiority
of celibacy was Roman ascetic Jovinian (c. AD 340–405). Jovinianus (as he was also
known) strongly rejected any attempts to make ‘moral distinctions between different
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lifestyles of Christians’612 and thus specifically disavowed any elevation of the
superiority of the Christian virgin above their married counterparts. As a strict ascetic
himself, Jovinian’s intention was not to devalue, let alone condemn virginity. In fact,
Brown contends that Jovinian regarded virginity to be ‘too potent and too serious an
image of integrity to apply to particular human beings. The only “virgin” that
mattered was the Christian congregation itself’.613 He strongly lobbied for an
egalitarian understanding of the blessedness of both virginity and marriage within the
Christian life and community,614 holding that neither should be thought of as superior
to the other. As such, Jovinian became a strong opponent of attempts to elevate
celibates—and especially clerical celibates—to a privileged ecclesiological position.
While his doctrinal position—that ‘virgins, widows, and married women, who have
been once passed through the laver of Christ, [. . .] are of equal merit’615—might
appear uninterestingly orthodox to modern ears, within the theological milieu of latefourth-century Christendom it was anything but. In fact, virginity’s theological
superiority had been so firmly established by this time that synods in both Milan and
Rome officially condemned Jovinian’s teaching of the essential equality amongst all
baptised Christians as being heretical. His arguments were ‘not considered to be just
a “false” teaching like other ordinary dogmatic disputes [. . . but] the idea of a
“monster” (Augustine); “pernicious” and “primitive babbling” (Ambrose); and
“vomit” (Jerome)’.616
It was the last of these critics, Jerome (c. AD 342–420), who proved to be Jovinian’s
fiercest opponent. Indeed, if ‘Ambrose lays the foundation for virginity as the ideal
expression of the Christian life, Jerome pulls out all the offensive and defensive
rhetorical weapons at his disposal in order to entrench that ideal as revealed truth’.617
Building upon the foundational work of many of his theological forebears, Jerome
espoused a strong postlapsarian view of marriage and sexuality. Following the fall,
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Adam and Eve were ‘driven out of Paradise; and what they did not do there, they do
on earth; so that from the very earliest days of humanity virginity was consecrated by
Paradise, and marriage by earth’.618 For Jerome, marriage and sex were tragic
reminders of humanity’s inevitable struggle with sin. He thus ‘allowed marriage the
status of “not sinning” (while not allowing it to be called “good behaviour”)’619 and
celebrated the virginal life as a return to the ‘natural’, Paradisiacal ideal. Although it
was Jovinian’s ‘nauseating trash’620 which provided Jerome with the immediate
impetus for his extensive writings on marriage, sex, and virginity, Schulenburg argues
that a ‘strong eschatological concern underlies his patristic admonitions’.621 Like
other theologians of antiquity, Jerome was aware of the present significance of the
eschatological end. However, his emphasis on the end-times was not primarily the
result of any closely held expectations of its imminent and apocalyptic fulfilment.
Indeed Jerome—alongside many of his contemporaries—held that even if ‘we lived
nine hundred years, as did men of old, yet we ought to think that short which must
one day have an end and cease to be’.622 Rather, for Jerome, the virginal life was
primarily to be celebrated, valued, and indeed elevated as a foretaste of the heavenly
future—‘[w]hat others will hereafter be in heaven, [. . .] virgins begin to be on
earth’623— which rose on the (perhaps yet distant) horizon for God’s people:
[I]f the fashion and intercourse of the world vanishes like the
clouds, among the other works of the world, marriage too will
vanish away. For after the resurrection there will be no
wedlock. But if death be the end of marriage, why do we not
voluntarily embrace the inevitable? And why do we not,
encouraged by the hope of the reward, offer to God that which
must be wrung from us against our will.624
The perception of virginity as eschatologically pre-eminent was a key impetus for
Jerome’s fierce battle with Jovinian and his determination to establish the ‘doctrine
of virginity [as] a touchstone of the Christian perception of the value of sex for
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postlapsarian existence’.625 Unfortunately, the degree of Jerome’s enthusiasm for the
eschatological importance of virginity led him to advance his theological
argumentation ‘with such aggressiveness that he completely demolished marriage in
the process’.626 As a consequence, his work was received as both ‘an inspiration and
as an irritant throughout the Latin world. Some militants were evidently delighted
by it. [. . .] Others were less than impressed’.627 Still others sought to navigate a more
nuanced and measured middle path between the two adversarial extremes.
One such individual was Augustine of Hippo (c. AD 354–430) whose extensive
treatises on the topics of marriage, virginity, widowhood, and sexuality would go on
to prove absolutely foundational for the church of the following millennia. From the
outset, Augustine had been a clear opponent of the heretic Jovinian and was eager to
undermine his posthumous influence. He perceived that Jovinian’s arguments,
which no one dared to defend openly, had survived in the
chatter and whisperings of certain persons. Therefore, it was
still necessary to oppose the secretly spreading poisons with
all the power which the Lord gave me, especially since they
were boasting that Jovinian could not be answered by praising
marriage, but only by censuring it. For this reason I published
a book whose title is On the Good of Marriage.628
And yet, despite the fact that Jovinian lay squarely in Augustine’s theological sights,
Jerome was another party to the “they” whose teaching had motivated his written
rejoinders. Indeed, while Augustine does not directly reference Jerome in any of his
relevant works, it is nonetheless widely suggested that his writings on these topics
were not only intended to be a refutation of Jovinian, but also ‘a thinly veiled answer
to Jerome’s denigration of [marriage]: his covert work Against Jerome’.629 Augustine’s
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radical departure from Jerome—and indeed from the preponderance of his earlier
theological counterparts—is particularly located in his assertion that, as per Elliot,
‘[m]arriage and procreation were part of God’s original intention for humanity [. . .
and Adam and Eve] as two sexually differentiated incarnate beings who were created
for sexual activity’.630 That is, contrary to the dominant theological position of the
previous centuries, Augustine came to espouse an adamantly prelapsarian
theological position on marriage and sexuality. How he sought simultaneously to
affirm marriage and sex as Edenic realities, while also upholding virginity as
eschatologically superior shall be the subject of extended discussion in a subsequent
chapter of this thesis. For now it suffices simply to simply note that Augustine’s
argumentation for the prelapsarian good of marriage marked a theological turning
point that dominates even today.
As the fifth century progressed ‘treatises on the practice and practicality of virginity
proliferated throughout the newly legalized church. Greek and Latin Fathers alike
promoted virginity as the highest expression of the Christian life’.631 By this time, a
mandate for clerical continence had already been well-established in some regions of
Christendom. For instance, at the beginning of the fourth century, the Synod of
Elvira in Spanish Iberia had determined that while clergy were free to marry if they
so chose, they were prohibited from engaging in any future sexual relations with their
spouse.632 The ecumenical Council of Nicea (held two decades later) proved reluctant
to enforce such a decree, but did determine that unmarried clerics were no longer
permitted to marry after their ordination.
This official confirmation of the priority of sexual abstinence for priests set the tenor
for a range of Western theological and ecclesiological debates throughout that
century and into the next. Such discussions tended to be characterised by complexity,
and even paradox, for although by the end of the fourth century there ‘had long
existed a current of opinion that favoured perpetual continence in the senior clergy.

630

Dyan Elliot, Spirtual Marriage: Sexual Abstinence in Medieval Wedlock (Princeton, New Jersey:
Princeton University Press, 1993), 45.
631
Smith, “Virginity and Married-Virgin Saints,” 13.
632
Frazee, “Origins of Clerical Celibacy,” 114.

135

[. . .] High theory had been one thing however, and practice quite another’.633 While
theologians, bishops, and priests tended to advocate for virginal purity as the
idealised and eschatologically superior mode of Christian life, they also
simultaneously recognised that sinful human weakness (particularly in the realm of
sexual behaviour) dictated that such a life was not attainable by all. To quote Jerome,
virginity remained ‘a hard matter, and therefore rare’.634 This dichotomous attitude
meant that the celibate life was increasingly regarded as the domain of a select few
who, in having ‘the will and fortitude to answer the call [. . . demonstrated] a strength
and purity of character surpassing that of other Christians’. 635 In the West, such a
distinction continued to be observed primarily through the promotion of sexual
continence and, ultimately, celibacy within the priesthood and episcopate. In the
East, the same distinction was predominantly manifested in the advancement of
institutionalised practices of monastic celibacy typified by communal, enclosed, and
consecrated characteristics.636
4.2.4 Conclusion
This brief synopsis has readily demonstrated that the elevation of virginity within the
first six Christian centuries was far more complex and intricate than many modern
pundits readily appreciate. Contemporary assumptions that ancient Christian
forebears’ approach to virginity was based on ‘no more than a negative attitude
towards sexuality’637; the unfortunate product of an inexorable gnostic influence;638
as principally concerned for ‘ecclesiastical authority and power, at a time when it was
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imperative to attract revenue to the Church’639; or the direct result of misogynistic
ideology which ‘viewed independent, respected women as a threat to orthodoxy and
obedience’,640 fail to appreciate the theological significance and nuance of the early
church’s own diverse positions and argumentation. While cultural factors
undoubtedly played their own part in the unfolding of Christian antiquity’s elevation
of virginity, there can be no doubt that its development was deeply theological in
formation, and largely eschatological in content.

4.3 Virginity in the medieval church
We have seen that the development of the early church’s theological, ecclesiological,
and pastoral construct of virginity was far less ideologically straightforward than
many modern observers might anticipate. The same is true for its ongoing elaboration
across the following millennium. Contemporary Medieval scholars, such as WoganBrowne, advise modern readers that the era’s concepts of virginity ‘inhabit different
paradigms from our own, [and therefore . . .] have refused simply to be assimilated
to our frameworks for enquiry’.641 Indeed, medieval virginities were multiple:
Secular [medieval] virginity is not identical to religious
virginity, nor male virginity to female virginity. Virginity as a
permanent identity is not the same as virginity as a normally
temporary stage in a life cycle. Virginity performs various
functions in a number of genres and discourses.642
The conceptual complexity of Christian virginity during this era—alongside related
cognates such as continence, celibacy, and chastity—is further exacerbated by the
chronological length, theological diversity, and wide geographical territory that it
encapsulates. In light of this intricacy, our analysis of medieval virginity shall proceed
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in a slightly different manner than our exploration of it in antiquity in that the
analysis will unfold thematically as well as chronologically.
4.3.1 Virginity in the historical landscape of the Middle Ages
While the early church’s understanding of virginity was marked by unique and varied
contributions across both time and space, ‘their differences were somewhat muted by
the smorgasbord fashion in which later writers [. . .] take them up’.643 Indeed, the
theological discussion pertaining to virginity across the course of the Middle Ages
was abundant and, as Millett notes, included the writings of individuals such as
Leander of Seville (c. AD 550–600), Aldhelm of Malmesbury (d. AD 709), Conrad
of Hirschau (c. AD 1100), Aelred of Reivaulx (c. AD 1109–67), Ivo of Chartres
(c. AD 1040–1115), Hildebert of Lavardin (c. AD 1056–1133), Bernard of Clairvaux
(c. AD 1090–1115), Osbert of Clare (d. AD 1158), and Peter of Blois (c. AD 1135–
1204) to name just a few.644 While the construct’s development is frequently located
in theological tomes, pastoral exhortations, canon law, and church sermons, its most
potently practical expression was found in ‘the proliferation of the monastic orders
and the increasing insistence upon the celibacy of the priesthood’.645 For instance, by
the mid-sixth century St Benedict (c. AD 480–546) had established the most
structured form of the monastic life to date. Envisaged ‘as an isolated and selfsupporting community, directed by an elected paterfamilias—the abbot—and bound
together by the monastic virtues of obedience, personal poverty and humility’,646 the
Benedictine Rule went on to become the reigning model of institutional monasticism
throughout the remainder of that millennium. Meanwhile, across the breadth of
Christendom, the early medieval church continued to occupy itself with the topic of
clerical chastity and celibacy. In 692 the Eastern Synod of Trullo determined that
bishops were required to embrace sexual continence such that, 'if married when
elected, the wife of the candidate had to retire to a convent’,647 while priests who were
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unmarried at the time of their ordination were forbidden to take a wife. Parts of the
Western church had already instituted similar expectations of unmarried priests, and
subsequently also came to impose an expectation of sexual continence on all clerics
(i.e., not just bishops) who were already married.648
However, Christian virginity of the early Middle Ages was not the concern of the
male monastic and cleric alone. Women of this era also increasingly embarked upon
a life of committed virginity, though very often as “household virgins”. This
phenomenon saw unmarried women, particularly in regional centres and cities,
commit themselves to a life of virginity while continuing to live within the family
home. Though popular in the early Middle Ages, ‘household virginity’ ‘gradually fell
into disuse over the course of the next several centuries’649 with vowed female
virginity increasingly undertaken within the enclosed walls of monasteries and
cloisters.650
While virginity continued to be a monastic and clerical ideal throughout the
remainder of the first millennium, a ‘period of anti-clerical violence and antimonasterial litigation following the death of King Edgar in 975’651 saw English
monastic communities targeted for closure, dispersion and destruction.652 However,
this anti-monastic reaction was to be short lived, with the eleventh century witnessing
a renewed sense in which ‘the enthusiasm of the early church was reborn in the
[monastic reform] movements’.653 Indeed, Atkinson notes that ‘women, as well as
men, were inspired by the reformed monastic orders [. . . though only] a fraction of
the women who heard the call could be accommodated in convents, and male-
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dominated orders did not want them’.654 This dilemma contributed to the
development of communities such as the Beguines, a lay religious order of unmarried
women who ‘began to live singly within their family homes or in small groups in
houses inherited by one of their number or bought by pooling their resources’.655
Other medieval women—normally those from an aristocratic background—who were
in a position to undertake consecrated vows of enclosed virginity within convents
were increasingly depicted as ‘living in eternity as elegant young noblewomen at
God’s high medieval court’.656 Such an idealised expression of female virginity was
consistent with the overt romanticism of that historical era more generally. As
Wogan-Brown observes, this trope of feminine virginity invoked ‘a specifically high
medieval ideal of the aristocratic heroine, one shared to a large extent with courtly
literature and secular romance’.657 This veneration of virginity was further
complemented by the popular hagiography of that era, ‘and especially the cults and
vernacular legends of virgin martyrs’658 of both sexes.659
The early centuries of the second millennium did not simply witness a reinvigoration
of the virginal ideal, but also a more comprehensive enforcement of clerical celibacy.
Under the leadership of Pope Calistus II, the First Lateran Council (AD 1123)
invalidated the existing marital vows of clerics of the higher orders, while the synod
of the Second Lateran Council (AD 1139) ratified a decree prohibiting any married
man from being ordained to the clergy. Celibacy (rather than merely continence or
marital chastity) had become compulsory for all Christian clerics. It was viewed as ‘a
form of sacrifice and martyrdom, as a safeguard of ritual purity, as a marker of the
distinction between clergy and laity, and as a certain route to salvation’.660 The
contemporary, and particularly Protestant, perspective is often inclined to regard this
historical development as a ‘top-down imposition of the monastic model of piety on

654

Clarissa W. Atkinson, “‘Precious Balsam in a Fragile Glass’: The Ideology of Virginity in the
Later Middle Ages,” Journal of Family History 8, no. 2 (1983): 138–9.
655
P. Sheldrake, “Context and Conflicts: The Beguines,” in Spirituality and History: Questions of
Interpretation and Method, ed. P. Sheldrake (London: SPCK, 1991), 137.
656
Wogan-Browne, Saints’ Lives, 22.
657
Wogan-Browne, Saints’ Lives, 23.
658
Salih, Bernau, and Evans, “Introduction,” 3.
659
See also Green, “Multiple Performances of Virginity,” 14–15.
660
Katherine Harvey, “Episcopal Virginity in Medieval England,” Journal of the History of Sexuality
26, no. 2 (2017): 287.

140

a reluctant secular clergy, who proceeded to observe the letter but not the spirit of the
legislation’.661 Indeed, modern imaginings of this era typically revolve around
corrupted clergy who extolled the virtues of sexual abstinence in public, all while
engaging in supposed illicit sexual activity with lovers, mistresses, and prostitutes
behind closed abbey and church doors. Cullum, however, disputes this dominant
reading and contends that there ‘is now fairly widespread acceptance that breaking
of vows among monks was relatively rare [. . . and that] reviews of secular clergy now
tend to recognise that earlier writings on their sexual behaviours were overly
pessimistic’.662 Regardless of whether typical modern readings of these medieval
practices tend to be more sensationalist than accurate, one conclusion may be
asserted with confidence: since clerical virginity was indeed a matter of great
importance and concern during the late medieval period ‘it should no longer be
dismissed by historians as just a feminine attribute or as a marginal monastic
virtue’.663
4.3.2 Virginity in the theological landscape of the Middle Ages
This necessarily brief historical overview has sought to provide insight into the
cultural and ecclesiological contours of virginity throughout the course of the Middle
Ages.664 However, of primary significance for our purposes herein is the theological
agenda that informed these historical developments. Given that the period on view
lasted a full millennium, covered a vast geographical landscape, and witnessed
massive social, cultural, and political change, we must anticipate that such an agenda
was irreducibly complex. The theological construction of virginity within this epoch
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of the church’s history was the consequence of a multitude of questions, concerns,
and matters of import.665
For instance, Dodson notes that ‘no study of chastity in the Middle Ages would be
complete without addressing the profound influence of the consummate virgin’,666
Mary, the Mother of God. Throughout the latter half of the Middle Ages—and the
era of the Benedictine Reform in particular—Mary came to be regarded as the
embodied ideal of Christian virginity. In her, virginity was ‘at once a state of life, an
absolutely purity of spiritual life and a total union with Christ whom she had
borne’.667 As the ultimate embodiment of medieval virginity, Mary was not merely
the subject of veneration but a model of chastity, purity, spirituality, and
femininity.668
Another theme central to the theological development of virginity during this period
was that of the heavenly marriage between Christ and his bride, the church. In
particular, numerous medieval commentators sought to individualise and interpret
this theological motif as a romanticised love story between Christ and the singular
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Christian. An example of this is found in the Hali Meiðhad (or Holy Maidenhood)—an
early thirteenth-century religious manuscript devoted to the exhortation and
encouragement of virgins—whose author ‘presents earthly and heavenly marriage as
alternatives [such that] the virgin who marries ceases to be the bride of Christ [. . .
while] the virgin is the bride of Christ in a special way’.669 In this context, medieval
virgins, and especially those whose virginity was undertaken within an enclosed
community, became uniquely identified under the nomenclature of “Brides of
Christ”.670 Another example of medieval argumentation which contributed to the
ongoing theological development of virginity is found in the work of Italian scholar,
philosopher, monk, and cardinal bishop Bonaventure of Bagnoregio (c. AD 1221–
1274). Born Giovanni di Fidanza, Bonaventure proposed what to modern readers
might resemble a “biblical theological” approach to the topic. Specifically, he argued
that the Old Testament and New Testament eras held divergent (though not
discontinuous) attitudes towards marriage and virginity. As Payer observes,
Bonaventure considered virginity in the present (New Testament) epoch as preeminent for whereas ‘marriage was superior under the law [of the Old Testament],
virginity is superior under grace [of the New Testament], when fruitfulness of the
womb is not required’.671
These three motifs are just a few examples of the complex interaction of factors which
contributed to the full theological construct of virginity across the span of the Middle
Ages. However, as significant as these concerns were, it was the eschatological
significance of virginity that was arguably the most consistent and universally
foundational for that age. What lay at the ultimate heart of medieval virginity was its
symbolic representation of ‘a lost primal wholeness, a haunting image of eternity
experienced in mortal life’.672 This eschatological valuation of virginity was a clear
continuation of the early church’s theological approach, with the ‘texts of high
medieval virginity [. . .] sprinkled with references to Ambrose, Augustine, Cyprian,
Jerome’,673 and others.
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A central aspect of this medieval inheritance from antiquity was the motif of virginity
as an earthly expression of the eschatological vita angelica. In the early twelfth century,
Bernard of Clairvaux (c. AD 1090–1153) contended that chastity ‘alone, in the here
and now of our mortality, mirrors in some degree the state of immortal glory [. . .]
offering in some measure to the world an experience of that heavenly mode of life’.674
As such, he wonders who
would fear to call a life vowed to celibacy heavenly and
angelic? And why should you not be, even today, what all the
elect will some day after the resurrection, like to the angels of
heaven, since like them you are unmarried? Ah my brethren,
guard this pearl carefully. Embrace that holiness of life which
makes you similar to the blessed.675
However, the eschatological significance of medieval virginity was not restricted to
its function as an earthly manifestation of the eternal angelic life. In fact, the
superiority of virginity in this era was primarily expounded through the lens of an
eschatologically informed rhetorical formula so ubiquitous it ‘concretized, like no
other in the Middle Ages, how one should make moral distinctions’.676 This
hierarchal taxonomy—which attached differing levels of heavenly rewards to each of
the distinct states of virginity, widowhood, and marriage—had found its origin in
early church commentary on the parable of the sower and the hundred-fold, sixtyfold and thirty-fold rewards therein (Mt 13:4–9). In the trope’s earliest usage—falsely
attributed to Cyprian677—a parabolic hierarchy of eschatological rewards for martyrs,
the sexually continent, and chaste spouses was explicated. However, after
Christianity’s institution as the official religion of the empire (which led to a
corresponding diminishment of persecution and martyrdom) some church fathers
reformulated the parable’s perceived application such that it was seen to refer to
virgins, widows, and spouses. It ought to be of little surprise that Jerome was first to
connect ‘the categories or virgin, widow, and married [. . .] with the biblical passage
674

Bernard, “In Labore Messis 5,” in Sancti Bernardi Opera Omnia, ed. Jean Leclercq and C.H. Talbot
(Rome: Cistercienses, 1957), 7: §107. Cited in Cheatham, “Hasten Toward Perfection,” 180.
675
Bernard, “In Labore Messis 5,” 2: §255. Cited in Jean Leclercq, The Life of Perfection: Points of View
on the Essence of the Religious State, trans. Leonard J Doyle (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 1961),
30.
676
Jussen, “Virgins-Widows-Spouses,” 15.
677
Katherine Clark, “Purgatory, Punishment, and the Discourse of Holy Widowhood in the High
and Later Middle Ages,” Journal of the History of Sexuality 16, no. 2 (2007): 170, Note #2.

144

talking about the 100-, 60-, and 30-fold rewards in eternity’.678 In the sixth century,
Caesarius of Arles (c. AD 470–542) contended that though virgins, widows, and
spouses ‘are all kept in the heavenly barn and happily enjoy eternal bliss’,679 they do
so in decreasing measure. Aldhelm’s (c. AD 639–709) interpretation of the formula—
‘virginity is riches, chastity an average income, [and] conjugality poverty’680—led to
his personification of ‘virginity [as] the living man, chastity a man half-alive,
conjugality the (lifeless) body’.681 In the early twelfth century, the author of the
Speculum Virginum (or Mirror for Virgins) wrote a hypothetical dialogue between a
fictitious theological teacher, Peregrinus, and his female monastic student Theodora.
At one point in their didactic interaction, Peregrinus asks his protégée if she believes
different earthly endeavours should receive the same rewards as each other.
Theodora responds:
‘This would indeed be close to an injustice. Without a doubt
God, the judge (deus iudex), justly gives back to each individual
according to his works’. The teacher would summarise with
the usual formula: ‘As they deserve, then, the widows will be
preferred to the spouses, the virgins to the widows, so that
each one receives their reward according to the measure of
their works’.682
Payer argues that while the formula’s ‘pointing to the rewards of virginity does not
establish [virginity’s] superiority, it is a strong ad hominem argument for the fact of its
superiority’ 683 throughout that era. Indeed, as ‘the leading model to express the moral
order of [medieval] society’,684 and especially as it related to women, this
eschatologically oriented paradigm ‘scarcely permitted an honorable interpretation
of marriage, to say nothing of the remarriage of widows’. 685 It was not until the
epoch’s final centuries that (for numerous reasons, some of which shall be explored
below) the formula began to fade from the theological, ecclesiological, and popular
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consciousness. For example, the hierarchical rewards appear to have been entirely
absent from the writings and teachings of late-twelfth-century figure Bernard of
Clairvaux, a fact which Jussen postulates ‘could be interpreted as one of the first hints
of that powerful transformation now called the “end” of the Middle Ages’.686 For his
part, mid-thirteenth-century theologian Thomas Aquinas actively ‘resisted the
traditional threefold division of chastity (or continence) into that of virgins, widows,
and the married’.687 By the time of the Reformation the formula—along with its social
and theological applications—had well and truly fallen into disuse.688
4.3.3 Renegotiating the theological construct of virginity in the Late Middle Ages
Following the proliferation of monastic expressions of life in the early Middle Ages,
a period of renaissance in the tenth and eleventh centuries, and the universal
mandating of clerical celibacy in the early twelfth century, the late medieval virgin
had become an increasingly distinct, sequestered and romanticised caste of Christian.
As the decades progressed, these privileged, almost other-worldly individuals became
further and further removed from the lot of the ordinary married householder. Not
only this, but an increasing propensity to describe even ‘the heavenly reward of
virginity [. . .] largely in terms of earthly prosperity and status’689 meant that, by the
thirteenth century, the unmarried form of life had more and more come to be
considered a perilously self-indulgent pursuit.
The progressive institutionalisation of virginity, alongside these growing concerns
about its proponents’ mercenary motivations, ultimately meant that the final
centuries of the Middle Ages were characterized by consistent attempts to
theologically renegotiate what it was to be a virgin. Specifically, virginity came to be
increasingly re-interpreted ‘in moral and psychological terms’.690 It was progressively
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perceived as ‘less a state of life, an objective condition of the person, than a subjective
moral virtue’,691 and even ‘as cultural performance rather than innate condition’.692
Of course, such developments were not novel to the medieval period. In fact, this was
yet another inheritance from the church of antiquity for, as Green argues, in ‘the
patristic ethos virginity does not simply concern the physically intact body, but also
a conscious action of will’.693 However, while the roots of virginity as referring to
something more than mere bodily purity and celibacy lay within the early church,694
the medieval period went on to provide much more expansive substance to virginity
as a psychological, moral, and performative construct.
Millett offers an explanation as to how the social and theological prevalence of the
three-fold hierarchical formula particularly contributed to this renegotiation—and,
ultimately, redefinition—of medieval virginity. She argues that the ‘danger of this
hierarchy was the encouragement it gave to spiritual pride: virgins who took their
physical integrity as an end in itself rather than a means to spiritual progress were
liable to become unjustifiably complacent’.695 That such pride and complacency was
a genuine peril of the medieval elevation of virginity is confirmed by the tendency of
some Middle Age exhortations, such as the Hali Meiðhad, to evoke virginal ‘love for
God [which was] directed almost entirely to the self-interest of its audience’.696 The
obvious dangers of this superficially spiritual construct of virginity formed part of
broader theological discussions about the authentic content of that state of life which
promised ‘a special place in heaven, [. . .] a special crown that shines brighter than
the sun, [. . . the singing of] songs that only virgins are allowed to sing, [. . . and the
prospect of wedding] the fairest bridegroom of all, Christ’.697
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Later medieval theologians sought to explore precisely why virginity was considered
so virtuous that it commanded such eschatological esteem. Their discussions
primarily drew upon the same notions of ‘conflict between the physical body
(particularly the sexual nature of that body) and the spiritual pursuit of the virgin’698
that had also characterised some ancient discussions. Was virginity ultimately to be
defined by a sexually untouched body; by an unbroken hymen; by the withholding
of male ejaculation? How was the church to think of the rape victim whose
virginity—perhaps even consecrated virginity—had been lost contrary to their will?
Under what conditions could virginity truly be perceived as lost, retained, or perhaps
even re-established?
While the medieval debates concerning these questions were complex and
nuanced,699 the essence of high medieval virginity ultimately came to be identified
with a willful humility, devotion, and purity of the spirit which was perceived to be
most authentically manifested in a corresponding humility, devotion, and purity of
the body. To put it in definitional terms, eventually “chastity”, not “virginity”, ‘won
the day as the virtue concerned with sexual feelings and desires’.700 Indeed, by the
close of the Middle Ages it was argued that ‘the preservation of physical virginity
reflects rather than begets true chastity of the spirit’:701
No sooner is virginity defined as inhering in technical bodily
intactness, than it is shifted to inhering in the will, so that even
a woman who could feel sure about her virginity in a technical
sense is encouraged to remain fearful about the state of her
volition, and given many points to watch for in order to
remain truly virgin.702
As a consequence of this terminological shift, theological literature, hagiographical
tales, and social practices increasingly embraced the notion that a ‘nun’s virginity and
a married woman’s continence existed on a continuum’.703 As the perceived content
and character of virginity became increasingly dislocated from the specific bodily

698

Smith, “Virginity and Married-Virgin Saints,” 71.
For more detailed treatment of such discussions see, for example, Atkinson, “Precious Balsam.”;
Payer, The Bridling of Desire, 161–178. and Wogan-Browne, Saints’ Lives, 41–48.
700
Payer, The Bridling of Desire, 154–55.
701
Smith, “Virginity and Married-Virgin Saints,” 53.
702
Wogan-Browne, Saints’ Lives, 41.
703
Rice, “Temples to Christ’s Indwelling,” 119.
699

148

context of sexual purity and the unmarried life, medieval discourse ‘negotiated with
and redefined [virginity] so as to allow wives and mothers status as honorary
virgins’.704 That is, as Christians of this period became increasingly content ‘to stress
the virtues, and to cut loose the problematic setting in which they were manifested’,705
even the institution of marriage itself contributed to the theological redefinition of
what it was to be a virgin. A particularly remarkable demonstration of this is located
in the practice of chaste or continent marriage. Admittedly, the extant evidence for
the medieval practice of these “spiritual marriages”706 is ‘largely derived from
hagiography, which is notoriously difficult to enlist on behalf of a historic
enterprise’.707 Nevertheless, historians have deduced that these largely unregulated
marital arrangements occupied various points along a spectrum of moderated sexual
behaviour between husbands and wives including the practice of sporadic periods of
intentional (and often penitential) marital abstinence; the limiting of marital sexual
intimacy for the purposes of procreation only; the mutually agreed commitment of
both husband and wife of perpetual sexual abstinence within their marriage; and even
a refusal to consummate for those who were newly married.708
The existence of all such diverse arrangements was a direct result of the noted
theological renegotiation of virginity within the late middle ages. Writing around the
turn of the thirteenth century, bishop and theological chronicler Jacques de Vitry
(c. AD 1180–1240) affirmed that ‘the virtue known as Virginity is not lost on
marriage, but retained with a new name, casitas matriomonialis’.709 Because all were
now potentially able to be included in ‘the lives of virgins [. . .] regardless of prior
sexual experience’,710 the eschatological pre-eminence and privilege of the unmarried
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individual—especially the unmarried consecrated woman, and eventually the
celibate male cleric711—fell into sharp decline.
Thus the theological stage was set for the sixteenth century, and especially for its
Reformers whose commitment to justification by faith alone and the vocational
priesthood of all believers ‘urged women to discover God in the kitchen and the
nursery [for they had] inherited a tradition that did not bar married women from the
highest spiritual rewards’.712 Indeed, the Reformers had inherited a theological
discourse of virginity ‘that varied in important respects from the tradition defined by
the Church Fathers and received by early medieval Christians.’713 Certainly the
leading Reformers would go on to assert the theological equality of both marriage
and singleness. And yet as European monasteries and nunneries were dissolved, the
celibate priest increasingly displaced by the married parson, and sexual abstinence
invariably depicted as an impossibility for most Christians, the virginal and
unmarried state eventually came to be viewed with much suspicion within the
increasingly dominant Protestant milieu. Eventually, the antiquarian and medieval
construct of virginity as ‘an ideal for all members of the community to aspire to, was
replaced by the ideal of conjugal affection and the married state now became the
ethical norm of the virtuous Christian’.714

4.4 Some initial implications for retrieval
It was stated that this chapter intends to fulfil a two-fold purpose. Firstly, it sets out
to provide a historical context by which later resources of retrieval are able to be
rightly located and appropriately interpreted. However, in undertaking such a task,
this chapter has also sought to open ‘lines of sight that may have become obscured
or clouded by the biases, blinders or prejudices of our own historical and cultural
711
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settings’.715 That is, the very process of analysing the theological and pastoral
contours of ancient and medieval virginity—as an expression of the single Christian
life—actively seeks to recentre and decentre the contemporary discourse’s approach
to the same. As such the secondary purpose of this chapter is to function as a selfconscious, introductory exercise of theological retrieval itself. So it is that we now
turn to consider briefly what initial conclusions this historical exploration may offer
for a ressourcement oriented retrieval of the historical Christian tradition’s theological
construct of virginity.
Although an ‘emphasis on virginity, as not only a desirable state but one preferable
to all others, is an invariant tradition from early Christianity though the Middle
Ages’,716 there existed no authorised historical theology of virginity during this length
of time. Certainly, the tradition witnesses to an enduring elevation of virginity as
superior in both theory and practice (and especially for clerics). However, even some
of virginity’s strongest earliest proponents arrived at their conclusion by means of
distinctly nuanced, or even divergent theological reasoning.717 The historic virginal
life was also characterised by diverse modes and forms of being, including itinerant
teachers, lone desert dwellers, ascetic sect members, celibate priests, enclosed monks,
cloistered nuns, household virgins, lay persons, consecrated widows, and even
abstinent spouses. The fact that virginity was a theologically elevated and yet
diversely complex construct within the first fifteen centuries of the church’s history
critiques any contemporary Christian tendency which seeks to assert that ‘virtually
all of our Christian forefathers regarded protracted singleness as unbiblical and
believed that young adults were under a divine duty to marry without undue delay’.718
Indeed, an authentic appreciation of the Christian tradition’s approach to virginity
will necessarily decentre the modern assertion that marriage has, throughout the
history of the Christian church, always been viewed as theologically normative. Not
only does our analysis reveal that this is simply not the way it has always been, but it
offers legitimate reasons to evaluate whether it ought to be so at all.
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Another implication for retrieval is located in the sense in which the ancient and
early-to-high medieval church’s construction of virginity was not principally
concerned with the value of abstinence for the sake of the individual themselves.
Contrary to the modern age, in which forms of life are primarily dignified through
an individualistic lens, the exaltation of the virginal Christian life—at least prior to
the final centuries of the Middle Ages—did not rest on personal advantage and
flourishing, but rather on its ‘instructive, even prophetic, role for the wider Christian
community’.719 Because it was considered to be the state most ‘similar to that of the
human being at its origin, before sin, its perfection in eschatology’, 720 virginity was
seen as ‘a primary entry to a wider view of the Christian community’s perception and
description of God’s relationship to the world’.721 Some professed it to be a symbolic
or anticipatory earthly enactment of the teleological return to Edenic perfection of
the new creation; others celebrated the virginal resemblance to the vita angelica, as
that which brought to earth ‘from heaven the life which Christ foretold’;722 still others
pointed to an abundance of eschatological blessings which uniquely awaited the
Christian virgin and so on. Despite—and in fact within—this diversification of views,
early and medieval virginity was theologically esteemed precisely because of the
profoundly eschatological and communal dimensions indigenous to it. As WoganBrowne concludes, the ‘virginity symbolizes a lost primal wholeness, a haunting
image of eternity experienced in mortal life.723
This observation raises one final implication of retrieval to which we shall return at
greater length in our final chapter. We have seen that, like their future counterparts
of the modern era, Christians of the ancient and medieval past also tended to view
the virgin as atypical, and perhaps even “abnormal”. However, historically speaking,
such a conclusion was perceived to be a cause for celebration rather than concern.
Indeed, the so-called abnormality of the unmarried Christian life became the
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paradigm by which the believing community was uniquely distinguished as a society
whose bonds were radically different to those which defined the world around them:
The notion of virginity and the radical exegesis of the story of
Adam and Eve provided conceptual tools of great emotive
power with which to explore the possibilities of the Christian
community as a voluntary association. For a society no longer
held together by a sexual social contract was, in many ways a
tabula rasa; it might regroup itself in a very different manner
from that current in the surrounding world.724
Such regrouping rejected the primacy of traditional social formulations in the earthly
bonds of marriage and biological family in favour of what Brown refers to as the
‘profoundly asocial’725 identification of the eschatological church. That is, the virgin’s
“asociality”—a concept we shall return to at more length in our final chapter— was
precisely that which denoted them as a crucially important eschatological witness for
a church tempted ‘into a settled worldliness which places its hope for community in
the ties of marriage and blood’.726
Historically speaking, Christian virginity has always made ‘its strongest claims
through a rhetoric of eternity and timelessness’.727 We shall return to a more
comprehensive discussion of the implications of this assertion for a thick
contemporary theology of singleness in our final chapter.
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Chapter 5:
Retrieving from the field of Christian exegesis
The mode of theological retrieval encapsulates a variety of methodological
approaches ‘each of which celebrates or calls for retrieving elements, practices, and
texts from earlier Christian churches’.728 One such approach, “reception history”,
finds its foundation in the hermeneutical work of Hans-Georg Gadamer and
specifically his notion of Wirkungsgeschichte or the ‘history of effect’.729 Gadamer
contends that all hermeneutical action is historically situated but that, because ‘great
historical realities of a society and state always have a predeterminate influence on
any “experience”’,730 interpreters themselves are the product of their own historical
situation. As a consequence, he advocates a mode of dialogical enquiry with the past
which allows the interpreter to gradually ‘recognize the alterity of my historical
interlocutor, and in the process [come] to recognize my own prejudices through that
difference’.731 One of Gadamer’s students, Hans Robert Jauss, went on to develop
the literary inquiry framework of Rezeptiongeschichte (literally, “reception history”) as
an extrapolation of his mentor’s thesis.732
While both Gadamer and Jauss’s hermeneutical approach was developed within the
context of their secular literary studies—Jauss, for instance, specialised in medieval
literature—it did not take long for biblical scholars to recognise the hermeneutic’s
potential benefit for their own field. Since that time the methodology of reception
history has become an increasingly popular approach promoted by certain influential
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biblical scholars such as Ulrich Luz733 and Anthony Thiselton.734 The mode seeks to
explore how a scriptural text has been historically understood and applied, not only
as a means to tell us ‘how a work has been interpreted over time [. . . but because] it
also shapes our ongoing efforts to make sense of the original text’.735 Reception
history is not merely interested in historical exegetical interpretations as a means of
providing insight into the church’s past but recognizes that the past also has ongoing
relevance within and for the hermeneutical present. In this sense, reception historical
analysis is a unique form of theological retrieval. So it is that we now assay how two
key biblical texts concerning the unmarried Christian life have been exegetically
received and theologically applied across two millennia of Christian history. And yet
before doing so, it is first of all necessary to establish a number of methodological
parameters as well as to make a substantive observation about the passages chosen
or, perhaps more accurately, the passages not chosen for our analysis herein.
While Luz argues that understanding the ‘“history of the influence of the text” [. . .
also entails] understanding how the text is received and actualized in media other
than commentaries—in verbal media such as sermons, canonical documents, and
“literature”, as well as in nonverbal media such as art and music’,736 the limitations
and purposes of this thesis necessitate restricting our inquiry to relevant written
exegetical commentary throughout the Christian tradition. Furthermore, while some
attention will be paid to medieval commentary where possible, the majority of extant
historical resources relevant to our analysis were produced within the ancient,
reformative, modern, and contemporary eras. As a result, this chapter shall
necessarily focus on the reception of our passages within these epochs of the church’s
history. It is also important to note that, while the majority of post-Reformation
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resources examined within this chapter are broadly Protestant in character, they are
not exclusively so: as Roberts contends, ‘no individual, school, or group does or can
own biblical reception [. . . for its] richness and value lies in their multiplicity and
diversity’.737 This is an outworking of our aforementioned commitment to retrieval
as a “churchly” endeavour.
With respect to the passages on view in this chapter, two specific New Testament
texts have been selected as the focus of our retrieval oriented Rezeptiongeschichte
analysis. These are the Synoptic parallel passages of Matthew 22:23–33, Luke 20:27–
40, Mark 12:18–27, and the epistolary passage of 1 Corinthians 7:25–31. Although
the historical investigation of our previous chapter has already gone some way to
substantiating the consequence of the former of these for our exercise of retrieval, the
analysis of our present chapter shall further substantiate our focus upon both texts
and the reasons for their specific selection.
What is perhaps less apparent, however, is reasoning for the exclusion of certain other
potentially relevant passages from our analysis herein. Such texts arguably include
Jesus’ “eunuchs for the sake of the Kingdom of Heaven” discourse in Matthew
19:10–12 and the 144,000 virgins of Mount Zion in Revelation 14:1–5.738 These
additional passages would at least initially appear to make for fitting subjects of our
reception historical analysis. Indeed, both appear to suggest an explicit connection
between virginity/singleness and eschatology. However, in actual fact, neither of
these passages have played a substantial role in the tradition’s theological,
institutional, or ethical perspective on virginity, celibacy, and singleness. For
instance, Luz notes that in the ancient church, ‘Matthew 19:11–12 played only a
minor role, and then primarily to justify sexual abstinence [. . . in order] to resist the
exaggerated ascetic tendencies’.739 Medieval and later commentators have continued
to make relatively little of the passage’s eschatological motivation for the kingdom737
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oriented single-life.740 The same is also true for the reference to the 144,000 virgins in
Revelation 14:1–5. Not only does the apocalyptic character of this passage make it a
less straightforward resource for the retrieval of a theology of singleness, but ‘[e]ven
within a book which has never been known for its transparency, the description of
the redeemed 144,000 in Rev. 14:1–5 seems to stand out in its ability to baffle
commentators’.741 Indeed, Huber notes how commentators have frequently worked
‘to discredit the possibility that parthenoi might be used to advocate general Christian
celibacy [. . .with the result that] the radical character of Revelation’s parthenoi is
lost.’742 Thus, while an alternative thesis might enthusiastically explore the
significance of both of these passages for an eschatologically thick theology of
singleness,743 such an endeavour would necessarily need to be primarily characterised
by theological innovation rather than retrieval. As such, we must here be content to
focus on the two specific passages which have long been thought to establish a unique
eschatological importance as being indigenous to the unmarried Christian life. It is
to these we now turn.

5.1 In the resurrection they neither marry nor are given in marriage
Jesus’ interaction with the Sadducees concerning the character of the resurrection life
is part of the triple tradition found in all three Synoptic gospels (Mt 22:23–33; Lk
20:27–40; Mk 12:18–27). Although Luke ‘stands closer verbally to Mark than to
Matthew’744 and features an extended introduction and conclusion, the three
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accounts are contextually parallel.745 The pericope narrates an occasion upon which
the Sadducees—whom Josephus describes as denying ‘the immortal duration of the
soul, and the punishments and rewards in Hades’746—approach Jesus with a riddle
intended to entrap him. Their question hinges upon the Levirate custom of marriage
whereby, if a married Israelite man was to die childless, his brother was required to
marry his widow in order to propagate children who would be legally denoted as
belonging to the deceased man (Dt 25:5–10). Jesus’ interrogators propose a seemingly
reductum ad absurdum scenario in which one woman becomes the wife of seven
subsequent brothers, after each dies without propagating offspring with her.747 If there
is indeed to be such a thing as a resurrection age, they cynically wonder which of
these seven brothers would the woman be married to within it? In responding to his
interlocutors, Jesus both reproves them for their misapprehension of the nature of the
resurrection age and challenges their fundamental denial of the possibility of life after
death. Pre-eminent Matthean scholar and ecumenical reception history practitioner
Ulrich Luz notes that this pericope was rarely co-opted into an apologetic of the
resurrection itself for ‘the story did not base the resurrection hope on the resurrection
of Jesus as had been customary in Christian theology since Paul’.748 However, the
motif which has occupied varying positions of theological, pastoral, and ethical
importance throughout the Christian tradition is Jesus’ proclamation that in the
resurrection age people neither marry nor are given in marriage (Mt 22:30; Lk 20:35;
Mk 12:25). Indeed, interpretation and application of this phrase has long been held
as pivotal for perspectives on both marriage and singleness throughout the history of
the church.
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Of particular interest to ancient commentators was the perceived declaration that life
in the coming age would be absent of sexual intimacy and, therefore, presumably
also of sexual desire. Writing towards the end of the second century, Clement of
Alexandria contended that here, ‘the Lord is not rejecting marriage, but is purging
the expectation of physical desire in the resurrection’.749 Because the earthly ‘process
of birth is balanced by a process of decay, and is no longer in store for the person who
has once been cut off from life here’,750 Clement argued that sexual intercourse (and
therefore sexual desire) would have no place in the coming age. Origen concurred
that ‘[h]ere, where there is death, both marriage and children are necessary. But,
where there is immortality, there is neither need of wedlock nor of offspring’.751 Later
commentators of antiquity were in agreement. Writing in the fourth century, Hilary
of Poitiers noted that Jesus refuted the Sadducean ‘argument about the continuance
of physical attraction’752 after death. For his part, Augustine sermonised that those
who are raised will not marry because ‘they won’t start dying again. It’s where one
generation departs, you see, that another is required to succeed it. So, there will be
no such liability to decay in that place’.753 The anonymous author of the later Opus
Imperfectum, similarly explained that
[b]ecause we die in this age, we die because we are born. For
this reason, we take wives so that whatever is diminished by
dying will be replaced by being born. Take away the necessity
of dying, and the advantage of being born is superfluous. Take
away the advantage of being born, and the reason for getting
married has been dissolved.754
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Early church commentators also closely linked Jesus’ comment in Matthew 22:30,
Luke 20:35 and Mark 12:25 with a supposed absence of sexual desire and activity in
the age to come. Indeed, when observing the early historical interpretation of
Matthew 22:30, Luz notes that ‘there is scarcely an interpretation that does not
mention chastity when referring to angels’.755 Examples of this include Augustine’s
repeated refrain that those who are raised in the next life will be ‘equal to the angels
of God’;756 Cyril of Alexandria’s declaration that those who are raised to new life are
destined to participate in a non-carnal and angelic-like existence; 757 and Cyprian’s
encouragement for virgins to remember that
[w]hat we are all to become, you have begun to be. The glory
of the resurrection in the next life you possess already: you are
passing through life without life’s contagion. In persevering in
chasteness and virginity, you are equal to the Angels of
God.758
Other commentators were even less circumspect in their interpretation of Jesus’
reference to the angelic life, insisting that the Messiah’s words did not merely signal
a similarity or equality with the angels, but rather indicated that those who attained
resurrection would be, in some way, transformed into the actual angelic state.
Amongst these was Origen who held that in the resurrection age, those ‘who will be
like angels will thus be angels’.759 In a later century, Methodius similarly contended
that virgins ought to ‘meditate and to keep the mind upon the transformation of the
body to the likeness of angels’.760
In this sense, the Synoptic Sadducean narratives were a motivating force behind the
early church’s preoccupation with virginity, chastity, and asceticism as discussed in
the previous chapter. This was especially true amongst a range of fourth-century
authors of ascetic literature and proponents of early Christian monasticism who

755

Luz, Matthew 21–28, 40, 73.
Sermon 362 in Augustine, Sermons: III/10 (341–400), 322.
757
Sermon 136 in Cyril, A Commentary on the Gospel According to St. Luke, trans. R. Payne-Smith
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1859), 638.
758
Cyprian, “Treatise IV: On the Dress of Virgins,” in The Treatises of S. Caecilius Cyprian (Oxford: John
Henry Parker, 1889), 129, §13.
759
Homily 39 in Origen, Homilies on Luke, 159, §2. Emphasis added.
760
Discourse II, Theophilia in Methodius, The Writings of Methodius Etc., ed. Alexander Roberts and
James Donaldson, Ante-Nicene Christian Library: Translations of the Writings of the Fathers
(Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1869), 19, §VII. Emphasis added.
756

160

frequently appealed to the scriptural interaction between Jesus and the Sadducees in
support of their convictions. For example, and as has already observed, church
fathers such as John Chrysostom argued that
[i]f marriage has been confined to the present life and in the
future people neither will marry nor be given in marriage, if
the present speeds to its end and the resurrection stands at our
door, it is not the time for marriage [. . .] we should abandon
earthly things.761
Furthermore, unlike their earlier forebears, some of these commentators did ‘not
reserve the fulfilment of Jesus’ words for the eschatological future [but instead
claimed it] is the ascetics and monks, who here below are already “equal to
angels”’.762
With the exception of this disagreement concerning the exact nature of relationship
between the earthly, resurrected, and angelic life, the synoptic passages of Matthew
22:30, Luke 20:35–36 and Mark 12:25 enjoyed a remarkable level of uniform
interpretation amongst the majority of early church commentators. Not only was
there a clear acknowledgement that marriage was an institution which bound
individuals together as husband and wife on this earth only,763 but the early
commentators’ focus was consistently upon the teleological extinction of genital
sexual union (and therefore of sexual desire) within the age of immortality. This
passage proved to be a strong compelling force behind the early church’s
‘eschatological social ethic of liberation from [. . .] the burden of intemperate
desires’.764 We have previously noted how this agenda was chiefly achieved through
761
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the encouragement of practices pertaining to celibacy and asceticism and lead to the
theological assertion of virginity’s eschatological superiority.
Commitment to this ideal continued unabated throughout the second half of the first
millennium—if not always in consistent ethical and pastoral application, then
certainly in theological teaching. Indeed, Davies and Allison note that the gospels’
Sadducean pericope was so instructive throughout the entire first millennium of the
church that ‘we know of no one who entertained the thought of sexual intercourse in
heaven’.765 Despite the dawning of courtly love in the late Middle Ages and isolated
attempts by some of that era to romanticise and sexualise the heavenly life,766 the
theological concept of marital, and especially sexual bonds being restricted to this life
remained largely unchallenged by church leaders and biblical commentators
throughout the first half of the second millennium. The medieval church also
continued to employ these passages to emphasise the motif of virginity as a preemptive expression of the eschatological vita angelica. This is well evidenced in the
twelfth century by Bernard of Clairvaux who wondered ‘[w]ho would fear to call a
life vowed to celibacy heavenly and angelic? And why should you not be, even today,
what all the elect will some day after the resurrection, like to the angels of heaven,
since like them you are unmarried’.767
For their part, the Reformers tended to echo their ancient forbears’ exegesis and
interpretation of this synoptic pericope. In a sermon on the Matthean passage, Luther
contended that in the resurrection
[t]hey will not marry; the seven brothers will neither be
concerned with having their wife nor will you require any of
life’s necessities as here, otherwise it would be a filthy heaven.
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A wife no longer belongs to her husband. Taking a wife and
bearing children will cease then.768
He reiterates this sentiment in both his commentary on 1 Corinthians: ‘In short, all
that pertains to the essence of these temporal goods and is part of temporal life and
works will cease to be. That is what Christ, too, teaches in Matt. 22:30’;769 and in his
lectures on Genesis: ‘[. . .] the angelic life (Matt. 22:30), in which physical activities
come to an end. For in the resurrection of the dead we shall not eat, drink or marry’.770
Luther’s friend and colleague Philip Melanchthon also sustained the discontinuity
between bodily life on earth and the resurrection age, arguing that Jesus ‘shows us
the state of those who will be happy and blessed after the resurrection and rejects the
absurd opinion concerning the world to come’.771 For his part, Calvin explicated the
similarity (and, indeed, dissimilarity) between the resurrected life and the angelic life:
He does not mean that at the resurrection the children of God
will be in all respects like the angels, but only so far as they
shall be free from every weakness of this present life, no longer
liable to the necessities of an existence of infirmity and
corruption. Luke sheds more light on the sense of the
comparison when He says that they can no longer die and so
will have no more need to increase their race, as on earth.772
Erasmus demonstrated an interpretative uniformity common to both Catholic and
Protestant contemporaries alike when he argued that, in the resurrection ‘no one will
take a wife and no one will give his daughter in marriage, but rather, like the angels
of God in heaven, they do not know marriage because there is no death among
them.773 It is also clear that theologians of the middle of the second millennium
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concurred with their early church antecedents that the age to come would not be a
direct and continuous extrapolation of this age, and that the angelic-like immortality
of those who are to be raised would negate any need for the ongoing procreation of
the species. With sexual union having no place in the resurrected life, men and
women would no longer need, nor desire, to be bound to each other in marriage.
And yet, for all their exegetical concurrence with their antecedents, the Reformers’
general lack of emphasis on the eschatological significance of these passages for
ethical action represents a marked point of divergence in the reception history. Where
the early church anticipated the unwed eschatological destiny through celebratory
practices of celibacy, asceticism, and lifelong virginity, the Reformers tended to
restrict their joyful acknowledgement of the unwed resurrected life as a reality that
belonged primarily to the age of the teleological future. That is, they simultaneously
set out to uphold an orthodox exegesis of the Sadducean pericope with respect to the
eschatological significance of the single life, while also diminishing the sense in
which such an exegesis might be a matter of ethical urgency for the Christian
individual here and now.
Similar exegesis of these passages continued throughout the latter half of the second
millennium. Writing in the mid-nineteenth century, Charles Spurgeon affirmed the
‘[unmarried] resurrection life as being of a higher order than our present natural
life’.774 Likewise, Ryle understood Jesus to be saying that the resurrection body,
though physical, will be a ‘body of a very different constitution, and different
necessities from that which we have now. [. . .] Marriages, births, and a constant
succession of inhabitants, will no more be needed’.775 At the end of the nineteenth
century Gould similarly argued that Jesus ‘has power not only to raise, but so change
the body, that marriage ceases to be one of its functions [. . .] marriage is not part of
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the future state’.776 Only a few years later, Plummer wrote that ‘the abolition of death
involves the abolition of marriage, the purpose of which is to preserve the human
race from extinction’.777 Commentators of the early twentieth century followed suit,
critiquing the Sadducees who could not, or would not, conceive of a life beyond the
grave that was different from the life known to them. As Salmond concluded, ‘God’s
power was not to be limited, as [the Sadducees] imagined, to one order of existence.
He could provide a life in which there was no death, and therefore neither birth nor
marriage’.778 For Findlay, Jesus ‘makes it clear that the physical aspect of sex does
not last after death’,779 while for Creed the purpose of marriage ‘is no longer required
in the next world’.780
Yet even as nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Protestant commentators tended
towards such a consistently familiar exegesis, they also continued to marginalise the
pastoral and ethical implications of this reading for the earthly Christian life. Not
only were they skeptical about any sense in which these passages might proactively
promote the unwed Christian life, but some nineteenth-century protagonists also
introduced a new objection into the discourse:
Will there, we ask, be no continuance there of the holiest of
ties of earth? Will the husband and the wife, who have loved
each other until death parted them be no more to each other
than any others who are counted worthy to obtain that life?
Will there be no individual recognition, no continuance of the
love founded upon the memories of the past?781
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Such unsettling questions regarding the eschatological dissolution of marriage and
ongoing relational intimacy between husband and wife in the new creation were the
result of new but widespread sensibilities (explored in our first chapter) concerning
both the centrality of romantic love within the domestic family setting, and the
increasingly popular notion that such love was eternal. Indeed, so prominent was the
nineteenth-century “affective revolution” that, by that century’s end, ‘meeting one’s
departed family in heaven became a more pressing concern than union with God
[. . .and] romantic love and sentimental domestic life in heaven became embedded in
the fabric of middle-class sensibilities’.782
As a result, theologians, church leaders, and clergy alike ‘tried to walk the thin
boundary between acknowledging that marriages survive after death and upholding
that “in the resurrection they neither marry, nor are given in marriage, but are as the
angels of God in heaven”’.783 One such example is found in the 1851 work of
theologian Henry Harbaugh who contended that, although the earthly institution of
marriage will not continue into the next life, it will surely endure ‘in its mystical and
spiritual sense [. . .and that] its affections, beautiful and holy on earth are made
perfect and permanent in heaven’.784 An even more significant paradigm is found in
the letters of Charles Kingsley, chaplain to Queen Victoria, who believed that
‘marriage is so spiritual and timeless—so pure and mysterious—[it is] an Eternal
union [. . .] which death cannot break’.785 Regarding Matthew 22, he writes
all I can say about the text is that it has naught to do with me
and my wife. [. . .] The union I believe to be as eternal as my
own soul. [. . .] All I can say is, if I do not love my wife, body
and soul, as well there as I do here, then there is neither
resurrection of my body or of my soul, but of some other, and
I shall not be I.786
Although Kingsley’s exegesis of Matthew 22 placed him in the minority of his
contemporaries—who, when hard pressed, generally did uphold an historically
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consistent exegesis of the Sadducean pericope—his writings are, nonetheless, a
reflection of the widespread tension with which nineteenth- and early twentiethcentury commentators grappled. The “newly discovered” centrality of romantic love,
and corresponding commitment to its eternally enduring properties, often resulted in
a further marginalisation of the significance of Jesus’ words to the Sadducees, and
even attempts to reinterpret them entirely.
The political turmoil of the first half of the twentieth century served to lift society’s
gaze from the domestic in order to focus more attentively on both the national and
global. In doing so, any preoccupation with the eternal endurance of romantic love
became, if not redundant, then certainly less urgent. Consequently, those
commentating upon Jesus interaction with the Sadducees at that time generally
preferred a more straightforward exegetical approach which noted that Jesus’
interrogators ‘showed themselves incapable of conceiving a power which could
produce an order entirely different from any within their experience’.787
Commentators saw Jesus to have given ‘a completely convincing ground for the
cessation of all matrimonial relationships [. . . for, as man] himself lives on forever
in his own personality, he has no need to raise up seed to carry on his earthly life into
the future’.788 In this sense, mid-twentieth-century commentary commonly held that
‘in the resurrection, life, marriage and birth are irrelevant to the discussion’.789
Barring a few notable, though isolated exceptions,790 contemporary biblical scholars
have tended to continue along the same interpretative vein. A consistent theme
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within recent commentary has been a critique of the Sadducees’ expectation that,
were such a resurrection life to exist, it would simply be a continuation of earthly life.
For instance, Hagner notes that in Matthew 22 the theological quandary ‘raised by
the Sadducees’ story is in fact an imagined one, based on an incorrect extrapolation
from life in the present age to that of the future’,791 while Blomberg criticises them for
assuming that resurrected bodies will be ‘exactly as bodies are now, which included
the capacity for sexual intercourse’.792 Green notes that Jesus’ answer in the Lukan
narrative poses a ‘reorientation of human relations through a reorientation of
eschatological vision’,793 whilst Mann comments that Mark 12 depicts the
resurrection life as ‘a wholly different order, and Scripture—for all its imagery, poetic
or homespun—never makes the kind of confusion of which the Sadducees are
guilty’.794 Modern commentators also tend to agree with their forebears as to the
reason marriage will not be a feature of the resurrection life—‘since procreation
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belongs to earth not to heavenly life where there is no birth, growth, or death’.795
Likewise, Stein comments that, whereas ‘marriage on earth is for the purpose of
procreation [. . .] in the resurrection there is no longer a need for procreation’.796
Despite a general adherence to an orthodox exegesis—there ‘is no thought of
marriage in this heavenly scenario’797—frequent echoes of the concerns first raised in
the nineteenth century are easily detected in modern treatments of these passages.
For instance, Ryker acknowledges that for ‘Christians who are happily married, what
Jesus said about marriage comes as something of a disappointment. Many husbands
and wives find it hard to imagine that their marriage will not last forever’.798
O’Donnell similarly, and rather grandiosely, suggests that such a response is
somewhat inevitable as for ‘most of us, this notion of “true love forever” is not merely
an adolescent illusion. Rather it is a slogan ingrained upon the human heart’.799
Rather than seeking to resolve these concerns by arguing, as did some of their earlier
peers, that the marital relationship must somehow survive after death, contemporary
commentators tend to cast a grander vision of relational identity and love in the
coming age. As Sproul puts it, even ‘if marriage is no longer an institution in heaven,
love will be’,800 for ‘I do not think that the love I have for [my wife] or the love she
has for me or that closeness that we enjoy will be removed in heaven. Rather it will
get better. I believe my relationship with [her] will be superior in heaven to what it is
on earth’.801 In this sense, some suggest that the ultimate destiny of spousal love is
not its abolition but rather its perfection. In considering his own marriage, Ryker
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writes, ‘I also find it helpful to remember how little I love my wife now, and how
much more I will love her in the coming age. It will be far better for her not to be
married to me at all and yet to be perfectly loved’.802 In this sense, love between
spouses is often interpreted as outlasting marriage itself. However, the preceding
examples notwithstanding, this perfected spousal love is generally understood to find
its home within the greater arena of perfected love between all the saints in which
‘the intimacy that a human being shares with one other person in marriage is
universalized in the joy and love of heaven’.803 Consequently, the exclusivity of
marital love will be no more and the glory of the superior and perfected heavenly love
to exist between those who were married on earth will ultimately be found in the fact
that ‘we will have that kind of communion and that kind of relationship with all the
saints of God’.804
Yet, despite the fact that the majority of contemporary commentators broadly ascribe
to the familiar exegesis of this passage that has broadly characterised the tradition as
a whole, many also ascribe to the post-Reformation pattern which rejects an
emphasis on the pastoral and ethical implications of this exegesis for marriage’s
temporality in this age. Unlike the early church, modern Christianity tends to regard
the significance of the eternal unmarried state as belonging primarily, if not entirely,
to the age which is yet to come. Consequently, the majority of contemporary
commentators rarely espouse these verses as providing theological impetus for the
celebration of the unwed earthly life (as a potential act of eschatological witness), let
alone interpret them as an encouragement for Christians to consider foreshadowing
that coming age by refraining from marriage in this one. Although questions do
abound regarding a potential ‘disjoin between sacrificial celibacy in this age and nonmarriage in the next’,805 it remains nonetheless true that Matthew 22:23–33, Luke
20:27–40 and Mark 12:18–27 have not
played much of a role in modern Christian thought or
practice. Whereas belief in both incorporeal spirits and the
value of chastity once made our verse a prized possession
[. . . it] and its presuppositions have become problematic for
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many. The verse has gone from being significant to
marginal.806

5.2 The pivotal passage on singleness
The most recognised pivotal scriptural passage concerning singleness is located in
chapter seven of Paul’s first letter to the church at Corinth. Indeed, the majority of
evangelical articles, sermons, and books which address a theological ethic of
singleness tend to do so primarily, or even exclusively, on the basis of this text alone.
This chapter often becomes the lens through which all other scriptural texts with
implications for singleness are interpreted.
The apostle’s counsel to those who are unmarried is located within the context of an
epistolary chapter devoted entirely to ethical questions concerning marriage,
virginity, betrothals, sexual intimacy between spouses, and other related matters.
Whilst his discussion of the unmarried life permeates the chapter as a whole, it is the
verses of 1 Corinthians 7:25–31 which shall be of particular interest to our
eschatologically oriented efforts of retrieval herein. Such an enterprise is made more
complex, though perhaps also more interesting, by the fact that these six verses are
so notoriously beset with a range of complex exegetical questions that ‘by common
consent, this section is the most difficult in the epistle’.807 Although some of the
contested exegetical concerns fall beyond the scope of the focus of this thesis, it shall
become clear that an analysis of others is integral to the development of a retrieval
focused understanding of how these verses have been received throughout the history
of the church. Such an analysis must also necessarily include broader interpretative
approaches to questions such as whether Paul intended his words regarding
singleness to be restricted to a specific cultural and historical moment or applied
trans-occasionally, and also whether vv. 29–31 are to be read as a continuation of the
Pauline logic of vv. 25–27 or as a distinct (though potentially related) line of
reasoning.
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As a consequence, the analysis below will focus on the historical reception of a
number of key exegetical questions before proceeding to draw some conclusions
regarding the more expansive interpretative history of the passage as a whole. By the
conclusion of this exercise, it will become clear that recent commentary on these
verses is far more varied, contested, and prolific than what has characterised the
church’s prior history.
5.2.1 A trustworthy opinion, in the absence of divine command (v. 25)
The first exegetical complexity deserving of attention is the apostle’s preface in which
he states that he has ‘no command from the Lord, but I give my opinion as one who
by the Lord’s mercy is trustworthy’ (v. 25). While, as it shall be evidenced, the current
pastoral tendency is to downplay the relevance and significance of this apostolic
judgement, earlier Christian commentators were fairly uniform in their appreciation
of its applicatory significance. The honour the early church bestowed on the practice
of celibacy was a clear reflection to their commitment of the soundness of Paul’s
apostolic opinion as a wise way of life for believers. As Ambrosiaster argued, ‘Paul
says that he is giving advice [. . .] because he has received the grace needed for his
advice to be useful’.808 Indeed, the early church’s promotion of the celibate life may
be conceived as precisely the opposite of what shall be demonstrated to be the modern
tendency to mitigate the content of the apostle’s trustworthy judgement as potentially
irrelevant. An example of this is provided by Jerome who asserted that the reason
Paul did not command virginity was because he was aware that Jesus had taught that
not all were able to “receive” such a life:
The Master of the Christian race offers the reward, invites
candidates to the course, holds in His hand the prize of
virginity, points to the fountain of purity, and cries aloud ‘If
any man thirst, let him come unto me and drink’. [. . .] He
does not say, you must drink, you must run, willing or
unwilling: but whoever is willing and able to run and to drink,
he shall conquer, he shall be satisfied. And therefore Christ
loves virgins more than others, because they willingly give
what was not commanded them.809
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Although the Reformers rejected the ancient superiority of the virginal life (such as
Luther who declared that ‘where there is no command, there is also no virtue or
reward before God. The thing is then in itself absolutely independent. It will be
immaterial to God whether you are unmarried or not’810) they did consider it
significant to distinguish between an apostolic command and judgement. For
example, the Gnesio-Lutheran German reformer Tilemann Heshusius speaks of the
apostle’s intentional moderation in offering words of advice rather than command:
For when the Lord commands something, it must be obeyed
with a ready spirit without any evasion or deliberation. But in
the case of human advice, we are not bound, but it is left to
our free will whether we wish to follow it or consider
something else. 811
However, according to Calvin, such a distinction ought not be interpreted to mean
that Paul’s advice might be easily disregarded, ‘as if there were anything doubtful in
it, and had little or no stability, but as being certain and deserving to be maintained
without controversy’.812 Mid-sixteenth-century theologian Wolfgang Musculus also
affirmed that when Paul ‘refers to his own judgment, this doesn’t mean that he is
expressing matters of opinion of which he is uncertain. The advice Paul gives is
certainly good’.813
Commentators writing in the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries tended to
agree. In 1897 Edwards asserted that Paul gave advice ‘not frivolously, not as a man
wise in this world, but with all the faithfulness and sincerity of one that has had the
grace of salvation and apostleship’.814 Others such as Beet suggested an alternative
interpretation, specifically that Paul’s mention of having no command from the Lord
did not speak to the absence of a special divine command given directly to him on
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the topic, but is rather an acknowledgment that ‘no word of Christ about the marriage
of maidens is found in our Gospels’.815 Mid-twentieth-century commentators such as
Hodge and Barrett also tended to affirm that Paul was ‘inspired, or led by the Spirit,
in this matter, not to command but to advise. His advice, however, was worthy of
great deference’.816 That is, though he was but human, Paul spoke as an apostle and
therefore as one who could ‘be trusted [. . .] even when he has no direct command of
the Lord to quote’.817
The majority of today’s evangelical commentators and scholars remain committed
to understanding Paul’s advice as being imbued with some degree of apostolic
privilege, even if they are unable to agree on the precise significance and implications
of such. For instance, Ciampa and Rosner argue that we ought not import
contemporary notions of Paul acting ‘like a counsellor in the modern sense of giving
neutral help designed to assist autonomous individuals come to their own
decision’.818 That is, although Paul is issuing advice rather than command, such
advice is more than a mere suggestion to be lightly taken or left at the whim of the
individual. Others such as Mitchell maintain that ‘this is not to say that Paul’s advice
is less inspired than something he may quote from the sayings of Jesus. Paul gives
advice under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit’.819 The modern approach to
understanding (and therefore, applying) the nature of the apostle’s opinion on this
matter also tends to be informed by the conception that the topic is not one that calls
for a binary response between that which is correct (i.e. the decision to remain single
or to get married) and that which is not. Rather, ‘the issue itself lies in the category
of concerns for which there are no commands of any kind, just advice or
judgments’.820 As such, the matter ‘calls for the decision and consent of those advised
and the distinction is not between right and wrong, but between “right” and
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“better”’.821 Thus, contemporary commentators usually interpret Paul to be
conveying wise and weighty advice (based on the theological principle he will go on
to explicate), but as part of his apostolic exercise of authority over and responsibility
within the infant church. As Roman Catholic commentator Joseph Fitzmeyer
summarises, ‘it is far from clear that, in so expressing himself, it is merely “Paul the
theologian speaking in his own name” and not giving “an apostolic judgment”’.822
And yet, as Fee notes, many within today’s Christian discourse ultimately treat ‘this
text [as] merely “Paul’s opinion”, and [so it] is seldom listened to at all’.823 Indeed,
contrary to the phrase’s consistent exegetical interpretation throughout the course of the
tradition, the contemporary pastoral inclination (as evidenced within the second
chapter of this thesis) often betrays a diminishment of Paul’s advice to be merely the
non-authoritative “take it or leave it” view of a wise counsellor. As such, the apostolic
judgment of vv. 26-27, which forms the content of the apostle’s trustworthy opinion,
is frequently disregarded as self-selectively irrelevant.
5.2.2 The present distress (vv. 26-27)
In vv. 26–27, the apostle commends the ongoing unmarried life to those who are
currently “free from a wife” because of the “present distress” (ἐνεστῶσαν ἀνάγκην).
This short phrase lies at the heart of what has perhaps been the most significant area
of disagreement generated by commentators on this passage. And yet, it is also true
that the most significant amount of contested discussion on this phrase has certainly
been generated within modern rather than historical scholarship. Indeed, there is
relatively little commentary regarding the interpretation of ἐνεστῶσαν ἀνάγκην to be
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found in the extant writings of the early church, and even less within the writings of
their later medieval counterparts.
The limited ancient exegetical engagement that does remain accessible on these
verses today indicates a tendency to understand the phrase as a reference to the
eschatological woes of “the end times”. Ambrosiaster, for example, frames his
reading apocalyptically:
Paul teaches that virginity is better, not just because it is more
pleasing to God, but also because it is the more sensible course
to follow in the present [end times] circumstances [. . .] when
we do not know what stresses of the times [of present
difficulty] a marriage might be called upon to withstand, or
what circumstances might arise which would involve the
grievous loss of children, or their being made orphans.824
Similarly, when Jerome referred to Paul’s “present distress”, he specifically linked it
with the eschatological passages of Luke 21:23 and Matthew 24:19—‘What is this
distress which, in contempt of the marriage tie, longs for the liberty of virginity?
“Woe unto them that are with child and to them that give suck in those days”’.825
During the Reformation, commentators were inclined to ascribe two possible, though
related meanings to the “present distress”. According to Zwingli the ἐνεστῶσαν
ἀνάγκην was a referent to the broad ‘troubles and tribulations of this life [. . .] with
which we are now pressured and afflicted on account of our faith in the gospel’.826
Calvin concurred, writing that Paul was referring to the general troubles of the
Christian life:
The meaning is this: ‘I think it is expedient on account of the
necessity, with which the saints are always harassed in this
life, that all should enjoy the liberty and advantage of celibacy
as this would be of advantage to them.’ [. . .] I view it,
therefore, as extending to all ages, and I understand it in this
way, that saints are often, in this world, driven hither and
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thither and are exposed to many and various tempests, so that
their condition appears to be unsuitable for marriage.827
Breaking ranks, mid-sixteenth-century theologian Wolfgang Musculus argued that,
while ‘[n]early everyone understands the “distress” to be the troubles of this age and
the worries of this life’,828 in his opinion the “present distress” is rightly understood
to be
a particular difficulty, which was especially oppressing and
pressuring Christians at that time. [. . .] The distress was the
persecution by which spouses were separated because they
were Christians, with children also being torn from their
parents; this persecution tempted even the strongest of them
to abandon their faith in Christ out of their love for their
spouses and their affection for their children.829
While concurring with a uniquely persecutory aspect of the “present distress”, Luther
rejected Musculus’ limitation of the advice as being directed towards a particular
historical moment, viewing it instead as trans-occasionally relevant. He argued that
a Christian ‘is always under the threat of persecution for the sake of the Gospel, living
in constant danger of losing his goods, his friends and his life, and facing exile or
execution. This is what St Paul terms “the present distress”’.830 As per this example,
the Reformers’ dominant exegetical understanding of ἐνεστῶσαν ἀνάγκην was
indeed eschatological in nature, while simultaneously demonstrating some form of
apocalyptic or teleological urgency. Ironically, it was this very interpretation that
served to bolster their denouncement of clerical celibacy and consecrated virginity,
for, in referring to the unmarried of his age, Luther asserted that
[no] more secure people ever lived on earth. Accordingly,
everyone will have to admit that they do not remain virgins
because of distress and danger [cf. 1 Cor 7:26] but because of
security and in order not to have distress, which is just the
opposite of the reason given here by St. Paul. [. . .] You can
see well enough for yourself how much need and danger these
monastic institutions together with the whole papacy are
suffering [. . .] they are all fattened swine, the whole lot of
them.831
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In the centuries that followed commentators remained divided over whether Paul
intended to refer to a historical instance of persecution (‘The already existing perils
of the early Christians were sufficient reason for the advice here given’832); general
eschatological woes that had been inaugurated at the time of the resurrection (‘the
distress that would precede the second coming of Christ [is the probable view]’833); or
the apocalyptic perception of an imminent Parousia (‘owing to the [. . .] Advent
which he believed to be very near’834). The conviction that Paul was referring to
general eschatological and apocalyptic distress received support from a number of
significant mid-twentieth-century commentators. Included in their ranks was Bruce
who argued that ‘the distress is the time of increasing tribulation heralding the end of
the age, of which signs had already manifested themselves’,835 and Barrett who
contended that ‘[Paul is thinking not] of persecution as such, but of the eschatological
woes that are impending over the world, and are already anticipated in the sufferings
of Christians’.836 However, the contention exemplified by Albert Schweitzer in 1953,
namely that ‘Paul’s thought is always uniformly dominated by the expectations of
the immediate return of Jesus’,837 gave new life to notions that Paul’s “emergency
ethic” in this passage was the direct result of erroneously imminent apocalyptic
expectations.
The mixed historical reception of Paul’s ἐνεστῶσαν ἀνάγκην has culminated in the
wide range of divergent interpretations exhibited within late-twentieth and earlytwenty-first-century commentary. Indeed, modern theologians and biblical scholars
variously contend for one of any number of exegetical possibilities, all of which result
in differing implications for the broader passage and its relevance to the Christian
life. Although a very small number of contemporary commentators propose unique
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readings of the Pauline phrase in v. 26,838 the majority of interpretations tend to
understand ἐνεστῶσαν ἀνάγκην as referring to either general end-time
eschatological/apocalyptic troubles, a specific crisis in Corinth at the time, or a
combination of the two (whereby the latter is understood as a specific instantiation
of the former).
The first of these readings, in which Paul is understood ‘to be referring to the
tribulation of messianic woes which are the lot of all Christians and will herald the
Second Coming of Christ’,839 is usually informed by an analysis of the meaning of
ἐνεστῶσαν

(read

as

“constraint/pressure”)

“impending/imminent”)
within

the

contextual

and

ἀνάγκην

reinforcement

of

(read

as

vv. 29–31.

Consequently, commentators such as Fitzmeyer conclude ‘that “impending crisis”
has an eschatological nuance [. . . it denotes] hardship of the last days’.840 Although
Ciampa and Rosner assert that this interpretation is the preferred exegesis of the
majority of contemporary commentators,841 our survey of recent and current
scholarship on this verse concludes that the preponderance of modern exegetes
actually prefer a reading which sees the “present distress” as a reference to a specific
event or concern troubling the Corinthian Christians (and perhaps the wider
Corinthian community) at the time.
The chief rationale for this alternative understanding of “the present distress” is
located in the contested meaning of ἐνεστῶσαν, and specifically its correct participial
translation. As noted above, proponents of the first reading argue that ἐνεστῶσαν
ought to rightly be rendered as “impending” or “imminent” in the sense that it is
about to occur.842 Its proponents thereby understand the “distress” as being a
reference to ongoing future eschatological afflictions. However, other commentators
argue that in all its other New Testament occurrences (see Gal 1:1; Heb 9:9; Rom
838
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8:38; 1 Cor 3:22) the participle ‘always refers to what is already present’843 and more
specifically, ‘to present circumstances’.844 Such commentators therefore proffer a
range of suggestions as to the exact nature of the “present circumstances” of crisis
which Paul may have had in mind. A small number suggest that Paul may be
referring to pervasive sickness within the Christian community at Corinth, likely the
result of their undiscerning participation in the Lord’s Supper (see 1 Cor 11:30).845
Garland allows for the continued possibility that Paul may have been ‘alluding to a
persecution that has befallen the community’,846 although he ultimately concludes
such an interpretation is speculative and unlikely. However, the proposal which has
garnered the most recent attention belongs to Bruce Winter who argues that the
“present distress” was very likely a reference to a local famine (caused by a grain
shortage) plaguing the city of Corinth around the time of Paul’s writing. 847 Winter’s
proposal has captured the contemporary exegetical imagination, with leading
Corinthian commentators such as Ciampa and Rosner,848 Mitchell,849 and Barnett850
all suggesting the possibility of a famine and its ongoing effects (e.g. social anxiety,
unrest, and riots) as the apostle’s likely referent.851 Whatever the nature of the
particular ‘pressing constraint [which] lay hard on the Corinthians at the time of
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writing’,852 the logical conclusion of this reading is that Paul’s resultant pastoral
advice was intended to be historically specific to that constraint. Consequently,
Powers argues that ‘Paul’s reason for [advocating celibacy . . .] cannot be pressed as
an all-time principle for situations not parallel to the one which existed when Paul
wrote’.853
Despite the popularity of the view above, a third and conciliatory reading appears to
be gaining exegetical preference amongst an increasing number of contemporary
biblical scholars. For example, Taylor advocates for a ‘tendency to take a both/and
approach to the question of the “present crisis”’,854 with the result that the two
interpretations (i.e., generally eschatological or specifically historical) need not be
understood as incompatible or mutually exclusive. Such a construal understands
ἐνεστῶσαν ἀνάγκην as indeed being a reference to a specific historical circumstance
in Corinth, but simultaneously argues that Paul viewed that particular hardship ‘as a
sign that the distress of the last days is already beginning’.855 Consequently, as per
Thiselton, the suggestions of pervasive sickness, persecution, or a grain shortage ‘are
by no means an alternative to an eschatological dimension’.856
However, other commentators remain cautious about this both/and approach. For
instance, Ciampa and Rosner argue that while a reading of v. 26 regarding the
specific crisis as an instance of general eschatological tribulation fits well with the
context of vv. 29–31, ‘the word crisis is usually employed for temporary periods [. . .]
and it seems unlikely that Paul is arguing that people should opt to maintain their
current marital status until the return of Christ’.857 Barclay is even stronger in his
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critique, arguing that this third interpretation loses the sense of constraint or necessity
implicit to ἀνάγκην and that ‘there is no indication that Paul saw his present as a time
of “messianic woes” or “the birth-pangs” of the new age’.858
In summary, efforts to determine Paul’s intended meaning of “the present distress”—
and therefore the extent to which his exhortation to remain unmarried ought to be
regarded as universal or particular in relevance—have played an important role
throughout the historical reception of 1 Corinthians 7:25–31, and particularly in more
recent decades. Although commentators have long expressed a diversity of opinion
as to whether Paul was referring to general messianic woes or alternatively had a
specific historical crisis in mind, a significant number of historical and contemporary
scholars have consistently interpreted the phrase through an eschatological, and at
times, apocalyptic framework. Their conclusions have been influenced by the heavily
eschatological concepts featured in vv. 29–31, to which we now turn.
5.2.3 Time that has been shortened (v.29)
The precise nature and the appropriate translation of Paul’s declaration in v. 29 that
“the time is now short/has been shortened” (ὁ καιρὸς συνεσταλμένος ἐστίν) has also
been the subject of considerable debate amongst biblical commentators across the
centuries. Both the type of “time” (καιρὸς) to which the apostle refers and the
intended meaning of the related participle (συνεσταλμένος) have proven themselves
to be of particular interest, especially in relation to Paul’s subsequent ethical advice
in vv. 29b–31a.
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In seeking to commend the virginal life, numerous early church fathers such as
Tertullian,859 Clement of Alexandria,860 and Cyprian861 specifically referred to v. 29b
and the ethical imperatives that follow. And yet despite this, contemporary scholars
have scant access to ancient, and even less access to medieval exegetical engagement
with the substance and implications of the operative phrase. Perhaps the most
rigorous extant exposition comes from the late-fourth-century author Ambrosiaster
who argued that
Paul meant by this that the end of the world was coming soon,
though he knew that it would not come just yet. However, it
is not true to say that he should have written differently,
because there will be those who will read these things when
there really will be only a very short time left. [. . .] What is
being talked about may still be some way off, but it is a very
useful threat! [. . .] Let us look ahead to the day of judgment
and not be caught unprepared because of the burdens of
everyday life.862
Here, Ambrosiaster addresses what would go on to be a point of contention and
debate amongst commentators for centuries to come. In declaring that “the time”
was shortened, was Paul announcing that there was not much time left (i.e., that he
expected a chronologically imminent Parousia) or as Ambrosiaster suggested, that
the end was near in a theological sense (i.e., the return of Christ and day of judgement
was imminent in terms of its certainty)?
Interestingly, commentators of the Reformation tended to veer away from an explicit
eschatological or apocalyptic interpretation of ὁ καιρὸς συνεσταλμένος ἐστίν. Rather
than being inclined to understand the Parousia as on view, they generally interpreted
the text as being a statement about the brevity of earthly human existence. For
instance, Calvin paraphrased the apostle’s words in v. 29b:
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‘This life’, says he, ‘which we are now spending is frail, and
of short duration. Let us not be entangled by it.’ [. . .] The sum
is this, that the mind of the Christian ought not to be taken up
with earthly things, or to repose in them; for we ought to live
as if we were every moment about to depart from this life.863
Similarly, in his exegetical analysis of the participle συνεσταλμένος, seventeenthcentury Anglican commentator John Trapp concluded that
[t]he Greek term means ‘contracted and rolled up’, as sails
used to be by mariners when the ship drew near to harbour.
[. . .] The time is short, says the apostle, and you have business
enough to complete; therefore let other things pass (such as
courtship and commerce etc.) and mind the sails [. . .] lest we
have ended our lives before we learned our lessons.864
In this way, Reformation readings of v. 29 tended to be eschatological only in the
broadest possible sense. It was the certainty of human death, rather than the
approaching Parousia and resurrection, that tended to occupy the Reformers as the
most urgent feature of the “shortened time” that remained. 865
Conversely, while some nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century commentators
preferred a similar reading, they often contextualised the brevity of human life within
a more explicit eschatological framework. For instance, Beet contended that the
present life is shortened, ‘whether it be ended by death or by the coming of Christ’,866
and Brown argued that the ‘opportunity of service which life supplies has been
purposely abridged by God, and this is true whether it refers to our Lord’s return or
to our own death’.867 Others such as Ellicott argued for a more unequivocal
eschatological and apocalyptic reading of the verse, contending that, although the
‘solemn statement is referred by some expositors [. . .] to the shortness and transitory
nature of mortal life [. . .] the Apostle’s words, and the general tenor of ver.31, seem
863
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almost certainly to refer to the longed-for παρουσία of the Lord’.868 Thomas Charles
Edwards similarly argued that, although a
[Christian’s] life on earth is shortened by being linked to the
life beyond [. . .] it is not shortness of duration, but certainty
of consequence when the Judge appears, and the uncertainty
of his approach though He is near, that makes the Christian
sentiment of watchfulness a strong incentive to well-doing.869
Varied exegetical interpretations of ὁ καιρὸς συνεσταλμένος ἐστίν continued
throughout the twentieth and into the twenty-first centuries, with only a minority of
modern commentators rejecting any eschatological rendering of Paul’s meaning in
v. 29b and instead arguing that it is best to see here ‘a reference to the prevailing
circumstances at Corinth (the crisis of v. 26)’.870 Such isolated examples
notwithstanding, the majority of recent and contemporary commentators (including
many who argue for a historically specific reading of “the present distress” in v. 26)
do in fact understand the “shortened time” to be an eschatological statement.
However, areas of interpretative contention still remain.
The primary concern of recent debate harks back to Ambrosiaster’s distinction
between eschatological imminence as either the sense of the shortened or limited
duration of time remaining, or of the promised Parousia’s theological implications
for earthly life (regardless of its chronological imminence). That is, the dominant
contemporary question is whether Paul had in mind ‘a divine act of shortening [. . .
or was] no reference intended to a time that was originally longer’?871 Those who
prefer the former reading argue that ‘it is sufficient to interpret [v. 29b], in light of
v. 31, as meaning that there is now little time left’,872 and that ‘time is running out’.873
Although their position tends to be more nuanced than Schweitzer’s mid-twentieth-
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century contention that ‘Paul’s thought is always uniformly dominated by the
expectations of the immediate return of Jesus’,874 proponents of this reading tend to
understand the apostle to be emphasising a foreshortened quantity or duration of time
remaining before the return of Christ. Such an interpretation contextualises the
instructions given in the subsequent verses as examples of an emergency ethic,
governed by the belief that earthly time has been cut short.
Others, such as Deming, object to this reading, arguing that it fails ‘to do justice to
the meaning of συστέλλω [. . . which] can describe something as “short” or
“shortened” only in the sense that it is made more compact, not “cut short” or “made
smaller by subtraction”’.875 Barclay agrees, writing that v. 29b ‘is an unparalleled
expression which appears to suggest not that a longer period of time has been “cut
short” by subtraction, but that time (or opportunity) has been compressed or
contracted’.876 By arguing that a sense of contraction or compression is philologically
inherent to συστέλλω, and that Paul intentionally used καιρὸς ‘which typically
conveys a season of opportunity, rather than the normal word for chronological time
[Χρόνος]’,877 proponents of this second reading contend that Paul is emphasising not
the duration or quantity of time remaining, but rather its character and quality. Thus,
according to Fee, Paul is not concerned with ‘the amount of time they have left, but
with the radical new perspective the “foreshortened future” gives one with regard to
the present age’.878 Baker similarly suggests that Paul is referring to ‘a distinctive
moment in time, perhaps with an emphasis on opportunity of the gospel’.879
Deming’s proposal, that the phrase ‘is best understood as “time is at a premium” or
“opportunity is tight”’880, is echoed by Fitzmyer881 and Thiselton,882 who both speak
of the criticality of the time that remains.
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This emphasis on the quality of the post-Resurrection and pre-Parousia time
contextualises the ethical instructions of vv.29–31 as the necessary result of the
transformed eschatological life, rather than as artificial emergency measures in light
of the quantity of time that remains. It is not that the distance between the resurrection
and the Parousia has been reduced, but rather that it is instead all a matter of
perspective. Garland contends:
Paul argues that because the end is plainly in sight, Christians
[. . .] stand on a mountaintop, as it were, where distances are
foreshortened. From this vantage point they can see the
termination of history on earth and its goal. They can discern
what really matters, and they should conduct their lives
accordingly.883

5.2.4 A world whose form is passing away (v. 31b)
The rationale (ὁ καιρὸς συνεσταλμένος ἐστίν ) of the ethical instructions in vv. 29–
31 is further explicated by the apostle’s subsequent declaration that ‘the present form
of this world is passing away’ (παράγει γὰρ τὸ σχῆμα τοῦ κόσμου τούτου, v. 31b).
Although equally integral to the broader argument of these verses, this phrase has
proven to be far less contentious than its earlier complement in v. 29b. Indeed, most
commentators throughout the history of biblical scholarship have been all but
unanimous in their assertion that this verse is best understood within an
eschatological framework.
As early as the beginning of the third century, ancient church fathers such as Origen
were arguing that παράγει γὰρ τὸ σχῆμα τοῦ κόσμου τούτου was a clear Pauline
reference to the end of the world.884 Less than a century later, Methodius similarly
contended that the concept of “passing away” in 1 Corinthians 7 was consistent with
the way in which ‘it is usual for the Scriptures to call the change of the world from its
present condition to a better and more glorious one, destruction’.885 However, it is
also notable that early commentators were emphatic that it was the form of the world
883
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(σχῆμα τοῦ κόσμου τούτου), rather than its ontological constituency, which was
passing away. As Irenaeus posited, ‘it is not that the subsistence nor the essence of
the Creation is annihilated [. . .] but the fashion of the world passeth away’.886
Ambrosiaster agreed, commenting that ‘Paul says that the form of this world is
passing away, not the substance of it’.887
Although Reformation commentators were also inclined to understand v. 31b as
replete with eschatological meaning, they tended towards heightened hesitancy
regarding the apocalyptic significance of the phrase. Rather than focusing on the endtime destruction of the world, Reformers such as Heshusius underscored the
temporary and perishable nature of the world’s blessings that were located in fleeting
and unstable ‘glory, image, wealth, conveniences, and whatever is dear to the
flesh’.888 Calvin similarly highlighted the transitory vanity of the world’s form,
contending that v. 31b demonstrates there ‘is nothing [. . .] that is firm, or solid; for
it is a mere show or outward appearance’.889 Because this verse was seen to
demonstrate that ‘the “form” is not the greatest good’,890 Reformers such as Luther
urged believers to ‘not sink too deeply into [this life] either with love and desire or
suffering and boredom, but [. . .to] rather behave like guests on earth, using
everything for a short time because of need and not for pleasure’.891
Commentators of the following centuries continued to declare the eschatological
significance of v. 31b, arguing that a vision of eternity ought to loosen any tight hold
on things that belong to the form of this world:
To the eye of Paul, illumined by the light of eternity, the
external aspect of the world around is already passing away.
[. . .] Many rejoice not only in the present life as their chief
good, but in the thought that their possessions and their fame
will abide when they have gone. But Paul reminds us that
whatever exists around us is but a part of the passing
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appearance which the world has assumed for a time and will
soon lay aside.892
Nineteenth- and early to mid-twentieth-century commentators tended not to
emphasise ‘the transiency of creation as such, but the fact that its outward pattern, in
social and mercantile institutions, for example, has no permanence’.893 Although they
clearly understood the verse as eschatologically significant—‘the life situation of the
Christian community is transitory since it exists in the final season of the last age—
and that season is nearly over’894—they followed in the footsteps of the Reformers by
continuing to diminish the more imminent apocalyptic connotations espoused by
some early church commentators.
Recent commentators have also been inclined to argue that in v. 31b, ‘Paul is not
speaking of some future apocalyptic event, but of an eschatological process already
begun’.895 Such a process is understood necessarily to reorient the believer’s life
‘toward the coming kingdom, living as if it were already present, for to a certain
degree it was (is) already present’.896 While agreeing with their ancient forebears that
it is not the substance, but the “form” or ‘the external structures of this world’897
which are passing away, twenty-first-century commentators are also quick to argue
that ‘Paul is not declaring that the structures of society are about to collapse’.898 As
Taylor concludes, even ‘though these things are fleeting, they do provide the content
of this life. Paul is under no illusion that life’s framework can be disregarded
altogether’.899
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5.2.5 Concluding observations
An analysis of the historical reception of key exegetical elements within 1 Corinthians
7:25–31 has demonstrated that only a negligible number of commentators believe
that Paul’s ethical exhortations concerning the unmarried form of life are absent of
any eschatological motivation.900 The vast majority of interpreters concur that
eschatology is, in some sense or another, central to the passage’s logical flow and
pastoral exhortations about both the married and unmarried life. As such, the
primary point of exegetical contention across the ages has not been whether
eschatology has any operative role within the text at all, but rather the extent to which
eschatology might rightly be said to govern the apostle’s argument about the
“betterness” of the unmarried life (1 Cor 7:38). This goes some way to explaining
why the perceived pastoral relevance of the apostle’s advice concerning marriage and
singleness has ebbed and flowed somewhat inconsistently throughout the history of
the tradition.
Early church fathers, some of whom held more imminent apocalyptic expectations
than Paul may have intended, typically appealed to these verses as both informing
and confirming their commitment to the superiority of celibacy as ‘a visible sign and
realization of the eschatological Kingdom in the here and now’.901 As a result, their
commentary tends to read Paul’s eschatologically compelled ethics as an
endorsement of the pre-eminence of virginity as that which is ‘more pleasing to
God’902 and a preferred way of life whose purity sets the virgin free ‘as she awaits the
blessed Bridegroom’.903 While extant medieval commentary on these specific verses
is lacking, the historical analysis of the previous chapter demonstrated that era’s
ongoing elevation of the unmarried life as eschatologically superior.
For their part, the Reformers—whose ameliorating efforts were in no small part
inspired by a perceived corruption of theologically justified celibacy of their time—
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proved to be somewhat more cautious in their pastoral application of the text. They
were inclined to emphasise the difficulties that marriage and family life presented the
Christian, especially in light of the brevity of earthly life. They argued that ‘celibate
persons live more calmly and peacefully than married persons’,904 not least because
an ‘unmarried person is only one body and need care for nobody else’.905 Their
contention was that Paul was not commending celibacy as ‘a holier kind of life than
marriage. Not at all’,906 but rather that he saw celibacy as holding particular
advantages in light of the certain brevity of one’s eschatologically troubled lifespan.
Notwithstanding their recognition of the great value that Paul placed on the
unmarried life and their acknowledgement of its unique significance given that ‘we
should live as if we were going to depart this life at any moment’,907 the Reformers’
more cautious approach to the real-life relevance of Paul’s ethical exhortations is
perhaps most clearly disclosed by the fact that the majority of Reformers themselves
chose to marry,908 and this despite the recognition of some such as Zwingli that
‘having a wife or children is no small hindrance and can cause a person to be more
hesitant to undertake the office of apostle or evangelist’.909
Ambiguity between a clear eschatological exegesis of the passage and the degree of
earnestness, and even urgency, with which its ethical exhortations are pastorally
applied continues today. Commentary of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries has
emphasised the consequence of these verses for a necessary eschatological
relativisation of the Christian’s sense of earthly concerns. As Johnson argues, here is
‘a call to get our priorities right about what is really of value in this life, in view of the
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future event of the Lord’s coming, the resurrection and the kingdom’.910 Thiselton
contends that Paul ‘invokes an eschatological dimension, but in the sense of
relativizing worldly things’,911 while Tucker argues that Paul’s focus in the latter half
of the passage ‘is on the way social identities are to be reprioritized in this age’.912
And yet, the widespread contemporary recognition of the passage’s ethical
significance for an eschatologically compelled relativisation of marriage and
singleness within the Christian life remains substantially belied. Not only is marriage
prescribed as predominantly normative for the contemporary Christian but
correspondingly, prolonged Christian singleness continues to be regarded as
aberrant. Whittle concludes that the tendency to ‘abandon an attempt to be faithful
to Paul here [. . . seems] to be the default, unacknowledged and unexplored position
that many of us take on marriage’913 and, as we would also suggest, on singleness.

5.3 Some initial implications for retrieval
Danylak observes that although ‘in much of the Old Testament we find a generally
negative disposition to one who is single and unmarried, in the New Testament the
view we find is much more positive’.914 Commentators throughout the Christian
tradition have recognised that the key New Testament passages discussed above do
indeed proffer the makings of a theologically thick and pastorally nourishing
construct of the unmarried Christian life. They have consistently understood the
Sadducean pericope not only to speak to the earth-bound nature of marriage, but also
to celebrate the teleological destiny of the unmarried resurrected life, to delight in its
similarity to the vita angelica and to consider its earthly proleptic possibilities. For
their part, the ethical exhortations in Paul’s seventh chapter of his first epistle to the
church in Corinth have long been understood to signal eschatological ambition and
even urgency. The Wirkungsgeschichte inspired analysis of this chapter has revealed
that the Christian tradition’s response to and engagement with these passages
contains a great depth of eschatological riches that are ripe for retrieval.
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Yet for all the exegetical accord of biblical commentators who affirm that in certain
passages of Scripture ‘eschatology touch[es] upon single people in a special way’,915
the consequence and import of these texts has, over time, become more and more
obscured and minimised within both discourse and practice. Even when a passage
such as 1 Corinthians 7:25–31—a text which Clapp argues commends the
‘superiority of singleness for awkward times’916—is understood as trans-occasionally
and eschatologically relevant, or when another passage such as Matthew 22:23–33
(and its synoptic parallels) speaks to an eternity in which no Christian individual will
be married to another (thereby granting the non-married earthly life a certain
teleological dignity and integrity), its applicability within contemporary Christian
ethical teaching often remains unexplored and, on occasion even discounted
altogether. This stands in stark contrast to the teachings of the historical church that
espoused a more robust understanding of the contribution these scriptural passages
proffered regarding the great eschatological blessings inherent to the unmarried
Christian life for the sake of the individual, the church, and the world.
The intention of this chapter has been to perceive how the historical reception of
these key eschatologically informed passages may both decentre the contemporary
palliative approach to Christian singleness and identify how faithful resources of the
past may be co-opted for recentring in the present. We shall return to a more detailed
exploration of these considerations in our concluding chapter. For now we move
from retrieval within the field of Christian exegesis to the same within the field of
Christian theology.
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Chapter 6:
Retrieving from the field of Christian theology
Our third and final exercise of theological retrieval focuses on the constitutive
elements of four eschatologically informed accounts relating to a theology of
singleness as presented by St Augustine of Hippo (c. AD 354–430), Ælfric of
Eynsham (c. AD 955–1010), Pope John Paul II (AD 1920–2005), and Stanley
Hauerwas (b. AD 1940). These particular individuals have been identified as
significant dialogue partners for both their substantive eschatological engagement
with our topic and their differing locations across the spectrum of Christian history
and tradition. Their accounts of the unmarried Christian life are not only distinctly
significant, but also significantly distinct.

6.1 Saint Augustine of Hippo
On these three topics, marriage, widowhood and virginity,
there is a great complexity of questions and a multiplicity of
problems.917
Though written almost two millennia ago, St Augustine’s theological and pastoral
expositions on marriage and sexuality continue to occupy positions of great influence
within the contemporary Christian discourse. Not only have his three “goods of
marriage” (proles: offspring; fides: mutual fidelity/faithfulness; and sacramentum: the
sacramental bond)918 proven to be foundational for Christian moral theology across
the centuries but as Bennett suggests, Augustine’s discussions of sexuality ‘mirror our
present [cultural] predicament in some important ways’.919 Unfortunately,
Augustine’s corresponding theological treatments of virginity, widowhood, celibacy,
and chastity have enjoyed far less prominent position within the contemporary
theological agenda.
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6.1.1 The superiority of virginity
Augustine’s conversion (c. AD 386) came in the midst of significant personal turmoil
generated by his own sexual past, desires, habits, and temptations. While to his newly
transformed mind a life of celibacy certainly held great appeal, the depth of his
internal conflict on this matter is perhaps best reflected in his infamous entreaty that
God would ‘Grant me chastity and self-control, but please not yet’.920 He described
his sexual longings and desires as ‘plucking softly at my garment of flesh and
murmuring in my ear, “Do you mean to get rid of us? Shall we never be your
companions again after that moment . . . never . . . never again? From that time
onward so-and-so will be forbidden to you, all your life long”’.921 Following his
eventual conversion922 and subsequent return to Africa from the West, Augustine
eventually embarked on a communal monastic life in the company of a number of
his closest friends. Peter Brown contends that the ‘single-hearted interpersonal bond
fostered within [this community . . .] remained the calm eye of the storm for the
remaining forty years of Augustine’s life as a Catholic bishop’.923
Augustine’s reflections on a diverse range of topics (virginity, sexuality, and marriage
amongst them) would undergo continual development and evolution throughout the
course of his theological career. For example, Roberts contends that
Augustine’s mature argument [on sexuality] was not reached
arbitrarily, but as a result of considering, rejecting and
sometimes even assimilating alternative positions.
Augustine’s early beliefs [. . .] are sometimes, when pressed,
found to be resting on unclear and possibly contradictory
premises. But later Augustine resolves many ambiguities and
conflicting beliefs [. . .] although even then, his position is still
dynamic and open to further evolution.924
While his own relational and sexual history remained an ever-present impetus for
Augustine’s dialogue and reflection, there can be no doubt that the ongoing
development and communication of his teachings on these topics were also heavily
920
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motivated and informed by the broader theological and pastoral debates of the time,
and particularly those concerning marriage and celibacy (as evidenced in an earlier
chapter herein). So it was that in the first two decades of the fifth century, Augustine
would compose a number of treatises devoted to the topics of marriage, virginity,
widowhood, remarriage, and sexuality all of which were intended to navigate a
faithful theological middle path between the perceived heretical views of Jovinian
and that man’s bellicose opponents, most notably Jerome. A key feature of this
middle path was Augustine’s refusal to defend the superiority of virginity by denying
or undermining the goodness of marriage. 925 He resolutely maintained that ‘marriage
and fornication are not two evils, one worse than the other, but marriage and
abstinence are two good things’.926 Indeed, he was adamant that the apostle’s
statement in 1 Corinthians 7:28 made it clear ‘that it is wrong to have any doubt
about the sinlessness of marriage’.927
And yet, even as he contended that marriage is indeed good, Augustine did not
consider it to be best—at least not in this present age. He held that, because of the
‘temporum secreta distintico’928 (i.e., mysterious difference of times) we must, as
Ramsey summarises, ‘speak of different ages of dispensations and also of a
momentous historical change in the divine purpose regarding marriage’.929 For
Augustine, the nation of Israel had undertaken marriage as the “best” thing in their
unique epoch for at that point in God’s purposes, marriage and bearing children were
forms of life in which they might live in godly obedience to Him:
[I]n the earliest ages of the human race, especially because of
the need to propagate the people of God, through whom the
Prince and Saviour of all peoples would be proclaimed and be
born, holy persons had to make use of that benefit of marriage that is
not desirable for its own sake but necessary on account of something
else.930
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Thus, the Old Testament faithful, engaged in the enterprises of marriage and sexual
union not primarily out of a desire for fleshly union or romantic pleasure in their own
right, but in order that children—and ultimately the child Jesus Christ—might be
born according to God’s purposes.931 However, Augustine argued that after ‘the
coming of Christ, carnal intercourse has still the purpose of propagating children, but
not the child, Jesus [. . . and consequently begetting] offspring has now lost its
ultimate significance’.932 As a consequence he contended that, in the current
dispensation of salvation history, marriage has lost that superior standing and
necessity. In fact, to Augustine’s mind, if there were to be no more marriages at all,
then so much the better, for not only is there already an ‘abundant supply of people
from all nations [. . .] amply sufficient for filling up the number of saints’,933 but if
there were to be no more marriages (and thus, offspring), the ‘city of God would
reach fulfilment much sooner and the end of the world would come more quickly’.934
Consequently, Augustine understood virginity and celibacy to have surpassed
marriage as the superior form of life in this post-resurrection age. Indeed, he argued
that if the Old Testament faithful ‘had been offered the same alternative as is offered
now with the revelation of the New Testament [. . .] they would have accepted it even
with joy’,935 rather than voluntarily descending ‘down a step in holiness by
marrying’.936
Augustine not only consistently referred to chastity and virginity as being the ‘better
gifts’,937 but he also urged those who practiced them to ‘value their perfection above
that of the married state,’938 for they occupy ‘a place superior to that of the married
woman’.939 That to ‘marry is not something wrong to do, but it is better not to do it’940
was also applied to the question of a widowed person’s remarriage, with Augustine
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concluding that ‘the woman of faith who marries again after the death of her husband
is blessed in the Lord, but [one who remains] a widow is even more blessed in the
same Lord’.941 Those ‘who have chosen to stay unmarried must not flee from
marriage as if it were a pit of sin, but must pass over it as a hill of less grandeur, to
settle on the higher mountain of celibacy’.942
However, to Augustine’s mind there was one legitimate, even compulsory, reason
that might lead a Christian individual to choose marriage as a better and more fitting
option:
In the present age, however, when bearing children physically
does not contribute toward the future physical birth of Christ,
to undertake for the sake of having a marriage the burden of
affliction of the flesh [. . .] would be utter foolishness. The
only exception is for those who lack self-control, if there is a
danger they will give into the temptation of Satan and fall into
mortal sin.943
That is, Augustine argued that the only truly justifiable reason to choose the “good”
of marriage over the “better” of virginity was if an individual was simply unable to
resist sexual temptation. While a comprehensive exploration of the argument behind
Augustine’s conclusion here falls well beyond the scope of this chapter, it is
significant to note that this view of marriage—as a ‘crutch for the weakhearted in the
post resurrection world’944— is deeply informed by his theological commitment to
the problem of concupiscence, which shall be discussed in more detail below.
Furthering his argument that ‘[r]elying both on sound reasoning and on the authority
of the holy scripture, we neither conclude that marriage is a sin nor give it equality
with celibacy’,945 Augustine held that the superior “perfection” of virginity and
abstinence meant that those who embraced them were destined for greater heavenly
glory and blessings. While married and virginal saints would stand on equal salvific
footing in heaven, he contended that the latter would be more greatly honoured. After
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all, it could not be as though ‘being single is better only to have freedom from the
worries of this life, and not because it is of any benefit for the next life!’946 This goes
some way to explaining why Augustine somewhat uniquely claimed that Jesus’
appeal to those who make themselves eunuchs for the sake of the Kingdom of Heaven
(Mt 19:10-12) was a reference to those who embrace celibacy for the sake of their own
situation in the Kingdom (as opposed to the purposes and growth of the Kingdom).947
Augustine also utilised other biblical motifs to confirm the existence of a hierarchical
structure of heavenly blessings and rewards for God’s virgins and celibates. For
example, though he recognised that there are many rooms in the Father’s heavenly
abode (Jn 14:2), he also argued that ‘with the many rooms some will be honoured
with greater distinction than others’.948 Similarly he held that, just as one star differs
in splendour from another (1 Cor 15:41), so too will some obtain a heavenly ‘glory
that will not be shared by everyone, not even by everyone living on in the eternal life
of salvation’.949 The ‘special joy of Christ’s virgins’, he affirmed, ‘is not the same as
that of non-virgins, even if they too are Christ’s’.950
Augustine’s apprehension of the superiority of virginity was further bolstered by a
range of other theological considerations. For instance, he perceived a special
significance and dignity of Christian virginity as being located within both the
virginity of the church and of Mary.951 Further to this, Bennett observes that
Augustine regarded virginity ‘as a means of participating most directly in Christ’s
life, death and resurrection, and not solely because Christ is a virgin, but also [. . .]
because of Christ’s own sufferings’.952 Augustine also perceived that marriage, though
good in and of itself, nonetheless brought inherent and distracting troubles to the
Christian, including ‘the jealous suspicions of husbands and wives, to having and
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looking after children, to the sorrows and worries of widowhood’. 953 Is there anyone,
he asks, who has ‘tied themselves with the bonds of marriage, who is not tossed and
torn by those cares?’.954 The virginal life, on the other hand, he depicted as being free
from such divided devotions and earthly distractions (1 Cor 7:32–35).
Ultimately, however, Augustine’s conclusion that virginity constituted a superior
form of life in the present world and resulted in a superior bestowal of glory in the
next was most comprehensively grounded within his understanding of how both are
caught up within the redemptive and teleological purposes of God.
6.1.2 The eschatological significance of virginity
Augustine clearly perceived that the earthly virginal state was a foreshadowing of
heavenly immortality:
Virginal integrity, on the other hand, and the freedom from all
sexual intimacy that comes with the devout practice of
celibacy, belongs with the angels, and in corruptible flesh it is
a foretaste of eternal incorruptibility. All physical parenthood,
all married chastity, must give way to this. [. . .] Assuredly in
that state of immortality, shared by all, those whose bodies are
already in a certain way unbodily will have something special
over and above what others have.955
Perhaps with the Sadducean gospel pericope in mind, Augustine genuinely
accounted the virginal life as being the closest earthly approximation and preview of
the resurrected—and angelic—life awaiting all believers. That earthly virgins already
participate in that eschatological reality here and now, albeit in a limited sense, led
Augustine to conclude that their heavenly reality will necessarily include some sort of
superior glory, status, or blessing which would not be bestowed on those who were
married during their earthly lifetime. Yet, Augustine’s eschatologically vested notion
of virginity’s superiority did not end there. An attentive reading uncovers an even
more complexly nuanced eschatological rationale as grounded in his views regarding
prelapsarian sexuality and marriage.
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As established in chapter 4, the preponderance of both Augustine’s forebears and
contemporaries held that marriage and sexual intercourse were native only to fallen
(i.e., postlapsarian) human society. Augustine’s early, anti-Manichean inspired
allegorical reading of Genesis indicates a degree of theological alignment with this
postlapsarian view of if not of marriage itself, then certainly of sexual intercourse.956
However, in later coming to recognise that ‘his spiritualized reading of Genesis 1–2
[. . .] laid him open to charges that he had espoused an overly-ascetic ethic’,957
Augustine ultimately embraced a more literal reading of the physicality and sexuality
of prelapsarian humanity:958
From around 400 until the end of his life, Augustine
invariably wrote of Adam and Eve as physical human beings,
endowed with the same bodies and sexual characteristics as
ourselves. [. . .] They had been set in Paradise to found a
populus [. . . which] involved physical intercourse.959
While to modern theological sensibilities such a reading may seem unremarkable,
Augustine’s prelapsarian position marks a seismic shift in the tradition’s approach to
the topics of both sexuality and marriage (and, at least in his view,
virginity/celibacy). Until this point in the church’s history, its teleological vision (at
least with respect to marriage and sexuality) had been directed towards the
recapturing of a paradisal past. That is, most early church fathers had elevated and
celebrated the unmarried and sexually chaste life as a teleological exemplar of the
restoration of the Edenic ideal. However, Augustine’s eventually settled prelapsarian
position lead him to a very different conclusion. He argued that the created goods of
marriage and sexuality, though tragically distorted by sin, had always been ‘created
in full potentiality, in God’s knowledge of its participation in the history of
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salvation’.960 According to Banner, Augustine saw both of these created realities as
not having transcended ‘the story of creation, reconciliation and redemption which
has its centre in Jesus Christ, but [as that which] can only be understood in light of
this story’.961
As a consequence, Augustine maintained that Christian marriage also occupies a
unique role of eschatological privilege within the “temporum secreta distintico”, in
that the unique sacramental bond of unity between a Christian husband and wife962
was teleologically ordered towards the intrahuman perfected ‘final unity in the city
of God’.963 As Bennett explains, for Augustine the sacramental institution of marriage
was ‘fraught with images of Christ as the bridegroom and the restoration of the
broken relationship between men, women and God, which Christ institutes’.964 This
eschatological cruciality was one of the means by which Augustine sought to
rehabilitate marriage from the theological diminishment it had suffered at the hands
of Jerome and others.
And yet, Augustine also utilised the marital union’s eschatological import as a
theological stratagem by which he might esteem, and even elevate, Christian celibacy
in specific opposition to Jovinian’s teachings. Such an argument was grounded
within his contention that a prelapsarian Adam and Eve would have engaged in the
human enterprises of both marriage and sexual intercourse965 as indigenous
enactments of their right relationship towards God, each other and even the rest of
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creation. He particularly asserted that, prior to the fall, marriage, sex and childbirth
would have been undertaken without ‘any restless fever of lust’.966 As he wrote in The
City of God, ‘this passion had no place before they sinned; it was only after the fall,
when their nature lost its power to exact obedience from their sexual organs, that
they fell and noticed the loss’.967 As Banner summarises:
In its unfallen state, human sexuality would have been
different. The members would have quietly and obediently
followed the rational will, and hence Adam and Eve would
have been joined in accordance with an intent in no way
estranged from, or outside the control of, their conscious
selves.968
But, alas, though in Paradise humanity were ‘never so roused counter to the
commands of the rational will that reason was forced, so to speak, to put them in
harness [. . . it] is different now, when even people who live a life of moral and
religious self-control have to bridle these passions’.969 The calamity of sin had brought
about a catastrophic dislocation between humankind’s ability to conform their
desires, and especially their sexual desires to their internal and rational will, meaning
that now ‘the bit and bridle [of wisdom and reason] are always needed’.970 This
problem—which Augustine explicated through the theological construct of
concupiscence—was well-articulated in his own lament of inner-turmoil:
When I was making up my mind to serve the Lord my God,
at last, as I had long since purposed, I was the one who wanted
to follow that course, and I was the one who wanted not to. I
was the only one involved. I neither wanted it wholeheartedly
nor turned from it wholeheartedly. I was at odds with myself,
and fragmenting myself. This disintegration was occurring
without my consent […]971
For Augustine, such internal fragmentation did not only have tragic consequences
for the individual’s own personal existential experience, but also for their relational
harmony with others and, of course, with their creator. Bennett contends:
Augustine’s story of the fall therefore parallels his concern in
his account of creation. Just as in our created nature, we were
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to be in communion with each other and with God by
following God’s commandments, so in the fall we find we are
outside communion with each other and no longer able to
follow God’s commandments’.972
As part of the enduring consequence of the fall, the blessed prelapsarian situation of
the primordial couple—who stood ‘at the point of possibility when humans are able
to be in relationship with each other while not being overcome by lustful, genitally
disordered desire’973—has remained an existential impossibility for all others since
then. While Augustine did acknowledge that there are a limited range of graceenabled means by which Christians might re-establish some degree of intrinsic and
extrinsic sexual reassociation between their desires, reason and action,974 he
ultimately concluded that earthly human marriage is destined to remain a union
between two individuals whose carnal concupiscence, in Brown’s words, ‘inevitably
created eddies in the will that stood in the way of true concord’.975 Thus, as much as
earthly marriage is teleologically ordered towards a foreshadowing of perfected
relationship between men, women and God in eternity, for Augustine the reality of
sin had fated such privilege to remain plagued by a significant degree of frustration
in this dispensation.
And yet, according to Augustine the same could not, and indeed should not be said
of virginity. Where concupiscence and carnal discord dictated that the earthly marital
relationship was (unfortunately) destined to act as an enduring reminder of frustrated
teleological longing for relational harmony and restoration, earthly virginity (as renarrated through the life, death, and resurrection of Christ) had not only become a
truly positive and intelligible form of life, but also a hopeful demonstration of the
teleological promise of just that relational harmony and restoration. In fact,
Augustine maintained that one of virginity’s key functions was to proleptically
exemplify a three-fold renewed potentiality of harmony—firstly in the virgin’s graced
972

Bennett, Water Is Thicker than Blood, 85.
Bennett, Water Is Thicker than Blood, 90.
974
For example, ‘It is, nonetheless, one thing to have intercourse only out of the desire to have
children; that involves no sin. It is something else to seek the pleasure of the flesh by having
intercourse [. . .] that involves a pardonable sin’. Augustine, “Marriage and Desire: Book One,” 39,
§15.17. See also, 30, §4.5 and 34, §8.9. Augustine elsewhere argues that ‘the earlier [married couples]
begin by mutual consent to abstain from carnal union’, the better. See Augustine, “Marriage,” 35,
§3.3.
975
Brown, Body and Society, 402.
973

204

realignment of human desire and will; secondly in their relationships with other
members of the body of Christ with whom they are destined to share (non-married)
eternal concord; and thirdly in their relationship with God as members of the
collective and virginal bride of Christ. Prior to the fall, such a life had been possible
within non-lustful, sexually active, procreatively focused, “passionless” marriage.
However, after the crucifixion (in which humanity was redeemed from the effects of
sin) and the resurrection (in which humanity was oriented towards eternal life in the
new creation), virginity—characterised by holiness, obedience and harmony—
became, in his thinking, the most ideal earthly context in which Christians might seek
to realistically practice such righteous living towards God and others. In this sense,
Augustine contended that the godly virginal Christian life of this dispensation bears
strong theological resemblance to the prelapsarian married and sexual life of the
Edenic dispensation. That is, as Bennett observes, ‘Adam and Eve in their origins
have some affinity with the state of virginity as it is today, even though we cannot
entirely know what they were like’.976 Of course, such a contention did not mean that
Augustine’s eschatological hopes were located in an idealised return to the Edenic
past. Rather, he saw the teleological end of humankind to be oriented towards a new
and transformed initiation of God’s original creative intent for humanity with respect
to their relationship with him, each other and indeed all of creation. The wonderful
final fulfilment of this future, new-creative relational restoration was to be
proleptically exemplified through the virginal life in this current creation.
Implicit to his theological rationale at this point was his expansive conceptualisation
of the state of virginity as far more than merely a reference to one’s embodied sexual;
purity. For Augustine, virginity was the situation through which the disciple is called
to exemplify virtuous living of eschatologically oriented holiness, faithfulness, and
devotion. Virgins were not to be celebrated merely because they were physically pure,
but because their physical purity was an illustrative demonstration of their spiritual
purity. Indeed, he argued that the reason to extol them is ‘not that they are virgins,
but that they are virgins consecrated in holy chastity to God’.977 So it was that he held that
those who had been made eunuchs by men were not deserving of the superior honour
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due to the true virgins, for ‘the reason [these eunuchs] do not marry is not spiritual
virtue, but physical impossibility’.978 Such an argument also underpins Augustine’s
exhortations to widows and widowers. The remarriage of one who has been widowed
is not condemned,979 and yet, to his mind, intentional widowed celibacy remained
more honourable that remarriage because it allowed that individual personally to
‘redirect to the purpose of pleasing the Lord’.980
So it was that vowed virginal consecration (as opposed to incidental, or even
accidental, celibacy) became of primary theological import in Augustinian thought.
Indeed, he considered consecration so significant that ‘once made, that vow must be
kept, or they will justly incur damnation [. . . because] they have changed from
wanting to keep their commitment to celibacy to wanting to marry’.981 Because
virginity was, ultimately, a virtue that demonstrated an alignment between desire,
mind and action, Augustine exhorted the virgin and widow to remember that
‘whatever extent you are conscious of being attracted to holy celibacy, you should
consider that attraction to be a gift from God and give thanks to him for it’.982 In other
words, the virginal life was one entirely oriented by grace towards the grace-secured
eschaton.
6.1.3 Significance and limitations
We have seen that for Augustine, virginity’s significance, meaning, and dignity was
deeply grounded in his eschatological priority. Not only did he understand the earthly
virginal life to be a foretaste of the angelic eternal life to come and the harbinger of
unique eschatological blessing for those who undertook it, but he also perceived the
non-married Christian life to have been transformed by Christ’s resurrection into a
uniquely intelligible opportunity for virtuous living and teleologically motivated
witness in this current eschatological dispensation. Through the lens of the gospel,
virginity takes on an elevated and special significance in the eschatological age of the
now but not yet. It is the state of life that most opportunistically witnesses to the
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possibility of redeemed, renewed, and realigned concord within the individual’s own
existential interiority; in their relationships with other members of the body of Christ;
and ultimately with their creator himself. A thoughtful retrieval of both the relevance
of this eschatological framework, as well as certain features of its content, would
actively decentre a number of the problematic tendencies and conclusions evidenced
in chapter 2. It would also offer an optimistic recentring conception of the character,
value, and place of belonging of the unmarried Christian within the believing
community.
However, while Augustine’s unique appreciation for the eschatological potential of
virginity does indeed provide a rich deposit from which to retrieve, where the
unmarried Christian life is only truly esteemed as purposeful if conducted within the
context of consecrated vows of devoted living, little theological dignity remains for
the unmarried individual who has not actively chosen to undertake such a life. Such
impoverishment of the circumstantial form of Christian singleness is demonstrated
by Augustine’s conclusion that, while such a person is entitled ‘to equality in God’s
house with the rest of the faithful who married and had children [. . .] it is not enough
for them to be given the special place better than that of sons and daughters’.983 As it
stands, this qualification suggests a significant limitation on the import and
applicability of Augustine’s thought for our particular task. For instance, his
restriction of eschatologically valuable singleness to the domain of vowed
consecration ultimately reinforces what we have identified as the problematic
contemporary conclusion that only certain types of singleness are to be considered
truly legitimate, thus leaving multitudes of unmarried Christians uncertain,
discouraged, and even resentful about their unwanted singleness. Such a supposition
also only serves to bolster the unfortunate utilitarian validation of singleness in which
the literal meaning of the unmarried Christian life is seen to be exclusively located in
how it is spent, rather than in any unique theological value implicit to the state itself
within the “temporum secreta distintico”.
Thus, whilst this aspect of Augustine’s treatment of virginity issues an important
challenge—that is, it decentres the modern, and especially Protestant rejection of a
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legitimate place for intentionally pursued, and even lifelong, singleness for the
committed Christian person—the contemporary church would do well to question
Augustine’s limited theological conception of truly valuable singleness. While we
shall return to a fuller exploration of the structure and substance of such a challenge
in our final chapter, for now we suggest that Augustine’s strictly qualified
appreciation of virginity is arguably the result of a number of theological
underestimations on his part.
It is our contention that Augustine’s qualification of the truly authentic and
celebrated unmarried life as necessarily being undertaken within consecrated vows,
ultimately underestimates the capability (and indeed, responsibility) of all Christian
persons to abide in God’s will through the power of the indwelling Spirit: ‘This is the
will of God, your sanctification; that you abstain from sexual immorality; that each
one of you know how to control his own body in holiness and honor’ (1 Thes 4:3-4).
Such a biblical exhortation, and indeed expectation, destabilizes the Augustinian
commitment to bestowing greater superiority and honour on such godly living within
the chosen context of consecrated celibacy, over and above that within the more
uncertain and perhaps troubled context of unchosen celibacy.984 Of course, our
interlocutor would object to our challenge by arguing that his distinction between the
dignity and value of these two situations is justified by the fact that the latter (i.e.,
non-vowed celibacy) implicitly rejects the splendor of the greater gift by always
allowing for the possibility of its future exchange for that which is lesser. An example
of this argument is demonstrated in his counsel to widows who, in undertaking
vowed chastity, aspire ‘to the splendour of [this] greater gift’.985 He warns them that
once such a gift is ‘aspired to, and chosen, and offered with a vow, not only is
damnation incurred by actually marrying, but also by wanting to marry even if no
marriage takes place’.986 Because even the harbouring of desire to exchange the superior
situation of celibacy for the lesser of marriage is worthy of damnation, a vow of
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consecration celibacy—which to his mind, hems in, bolsters and commits the
individual to pursuit of the former987—becomes critical in Augustine’s thinking.988
And yet it is precisely because of this argumentation that we suggest Augustine’s
heavily qualified theological conception of singleness is finally dependent upon a
second major underestimation on his part. That is, Augustine’s theological
undervaluation of singleness as a comprehensive and genuine good is ultimately
reliant upon a theological undervaluation of marriage as its own truly comprehensive
and genuine good. As a consequence, it is difficult to arrive at a conclusion other
than one which admits that, at least at the time of his mid-career writings, Augustine
had failed at his goal to defend the superiority of virginity without undermining the
genuine goodness of marriage in the process.

6.2 Ælfric of Eynsham
Ælfric of Eynsham (c. AD 955–1010) was a significant medieval author, theologian,
and ‘backroom boy [who was] politically influential behind the scenes’989 during the
High Middle Ages. Though he faded into a position of some obscurity during the
final centuries of that epoch, Ælfric would go on to become the subject of renewed
focus within the sixteenth century by ‘Anglican apologists looking to the early
English church for precedents for their customs and beliefs that differed from those
of Rome’.990 Despite the fact that he penned approximately 120 sermons and
homilies,991 an extensive hagiographical collection and a number of biblical
commentaries, Ælfric remains largely unknown within the modern theological
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arena, and his contemporary significance is all but limited to the medieval history
departments of secular universities. Despite this, his work, and we shall argue one
particular aspect of it, makes him a significant resource for our exercise of a
theological retrieval. Before turning to examine his relevant material, however, it is
first of all necessary to explore the specific historical and theological context in which
it was written.
It has been established that the Middle Ages was a historically, culturally, politically,
and theologically complex epoch for both the Christian church specifically, and
medieval society more generally. Anglo-Saxon England (c. AD 400–1066) was by no
means exempt from the range of internal pressures and external crises which
characterised this era more generally. In the two centuries prior to Ælfric’s birth, the
Anglo-Saxon region had proven particularly vulnerable to ongoing Viking invasion
from the North, with the final fifty years of the millennium being particularly
characterised by reinvigorated raids and accompanying demands for ransom and
tribute. The resultant political unrest and internal dissent was further exacerbated by
a devastating famine of AD 1005 and dominant apocalyptic fears of the millennium’s
end. All of these factors contributed to the sense in which the ‘imminence of the end
of the world [. . . was] a framing concept indeed, for Anglo-Saxon writers in the
decades surrounding the year 1000’.992 While the Anglo-Saxon monastic ideal had
waned somewhat during the ninth and tenth centuries (including a brief but intense
period of persecution starting in AD 975) the last decades of the tenth century and
the first half of the eleventh saw England swept up in a highly effective period of
monastic reform. Under the leadership of Dunstan of Worcester (Archbishop of
Canterbury), Oswald (Archbishop of York), Æthelwold (Bishop of Winchester) and
other churchmen—including Ælfric of Eynsham993—old monasteries were revived,
new cenobitic communities were formed, and monastic practices were tightened.
Maude observes that this so-called “Benedictine Reform” movement was
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characterised by freedom from kinship ties, ‘uniformity of monastic observance,
dependence on the king but independence from other secular persons and a strong
focus on virginity’.994 This last proved to be of particular significance to the
Benedictine reformers, not the least amongst them being Ælfric:
[Ælfric’s] specific conceptions of virginity are crucial to a
consideration of Benedictine formed views because the
language he used to express his thoughts about virginity not
only expresses but also helps to create the ideas of virginity
current at the time. [. . . His writings] both reflected and
created societal attitudes towards virginity and shaped the
way in which people perceive their own and other’s
virginity.995

6.2.1 Ælfric on virginity, marriage, and virginity in marriage
With heavy reliance upon the patristic resources of Augustine, Jerome, Bede, and
others, Ælfric upheld the general superiority of virginity over marriage, its mandate
for clergy, and an emphasis on spousal sexual relations for primarily procreative
purposes. Within its medieval context, such a theological approach was ‘highly
orthodox, consistent, and frequently repeated and unoriginal’.996 While some modern
scholars argue that this view was the result of a dominant “sexual pessimism” which
represented ‘a powerful consensus within the text-producing community of the
period’,997 the true rationale behind the medieval elevation of virginity has already
been established as far more theologically, and particularly eschatologically,
complex. Eschatology was certainly significant in Ælfric’s approach. His writing
demonstrates ‘an eschatological emphasis on the imminence of the last days in a way
that compresses time’,998 and an intentional linking of ‘the past to the present, uniting
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Christian history and eschatology’.999 While he resisted engagement with apocalyptic
speculations concerning the exact timing of the Parousia—arguing that ‘[t]here is no
creature that knows the time of this world’s ending, but God only’1000—the ‘pressure
of living in the Endtime weighed heavily upon Ælfric’.1001 In fact, he specifically
acknowledges the eschatological motivation of his Catholic Homilies:
For this cause I presumed, trusting in God, to undertake this
task, and also because men have need of good instruction,
especially at this time, which is the ending of this world [. . .]
Everyone may the more easily withstand the future
temptation, through God’s support, if he is strengthened by
book learning, for they shall be preserved who continue in
faith to the end.1002
Although a key proponent of the reform movement that sought to recapture a strong
theological and pastoral focus on virginity, Ælfric declined to produce an extended
dogmatic treatise on the subject of virginity itself. However, the ‘absence of a treatise
on virginity does not indicate a disregard on Ælfric’s part for the value of
virginity’.1003 Indeed, as shall be evidenced below, Ælfric considered the theological
construct of virginity (mægðhade) to be a vitally important aspect of Christian life and
instruction within the last days and, as such, interwove his treatment of the topic
throughout a variety of his texts.1004 A fundamental feature of his discursive approach
to virginity was the sense in which he saw it as subsumed within the broader
theological construct of sexual chastity (clænnes). In fact, for Ælfric, it was clænnes—
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the pursuit of purity which, ‘in this world [was] key to eternal life in the next’1005—
that was the defining attribute of mægðhade:
Chastity is befitting to every man. [. . .] The chastity of a layman
is, that he hold to his marriage, and lawfully, for the increase
of people, beget children. The chastity of a man in orders, of
those who serve God, is, that they wholly abstain from fleshly
lusts, and it is befitting that they beget to God the children
which laymen have begotten to this world.1006
Clænnes (of which mægðhade was an example) was thus understood to be a bodily
manifestation of an ultimate spiritual reality, a physical sanctity which signified a
spiritual sanctity. As Gulley contends, the ‘result is a narrative that subordinates
physical virginity—an attribute of the earthly body—to virginity of the spirit’.1007 His
priority on clænnes as a pursuit for all Christians ultimately led Ælfric to adopt a
much-expanded vision of mægðhade—a position that we have already seen was
consistent with the broader theological milieu of the High and Late Middle Ages.
While he continued to uphold the superiority of virginity in its original and most
authentic (bodily) definition, Ælfric’s increasingly symbolic treatment of this
theological construct ultimately positioned it as a paradigm of purity which was not
only available but, to some degree or another, perhaps even incumbent upon all.
Indeed, for Ælfric, even the married might aspire to virginity, primarily through the
practice of chaste marriage.
While chaste (or “spiritual”) marriages were not totally unknown at this point in
medieval history, the frequency and extent of Ælfric’s emphasis upon them was
somewhat extraordinary, with Upchurch observing that his homilies exhibit ‘a
notable concentration on celibacy within marriage, a subject he touches on in no
fewer than nineteen sermons’.1008 Chaste marriages of that era had typically tended
to involve either periods of mutually agreed sexual abstinence between husbands and
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wives, or restricted instances of sexual intercourse whose sole focus was procreation.
Ælfric was certainly a proponent of this second type of chaste marriage. In fact, he
argued that proper wedlock for the laity meant that they would ‘cohabit for the
procreation of children at permitted times [. . .] and when [the wife] can no longer
procreate, cease from cohabitation’.1009 In this sense he envisaged that all Christian
marriages would eventually evolve into celibate unions. However, Ælfric also lauded
an even more stridently aesthetic version of chaste marriage in which a husband and
a wife would, from the first, mutually (and often secretly) agree to refrain from ever
having sexual relations. That is, he proposed that they ‘may conceal themselves by
wedlock, and forgo intercourse, if God so direct them’.1010 While Upchurch argues
that ‘it is unlikely that he would expect any but exceptionally pious couples to [. . .]
live chastely under the guise of marriage’,1011 there are, nonetheless, a number of
occasions in which Ælfric does promote such an arrangement as a godly ideal.
Nowhere is this more so the case than in his magnum opus, The Lives of the Saints.1012
Continuing the hagiographical tradition of his forebear Bede, The Lives of the Saints
(written in the final years of the first millennium) details almost forty biographical
accounts of martyrs and saints whose stories were to be utilised as resources for
ecclesiastical feast days. Far from merely simple, albeit interesting, narratives these
hagiographical accounts were considered didactical theological and pastoral
instruments designed to encourage, edify, and exhort those who heard them.
Amongst Ælfric’s collection are the accounts of eight female saints, four of whom
lived and died as unmarried-virgins. The other four women also embraced a virginal
status within marriage, with three of their spouses also being counted amongst the
ranks of the married-virgin saints.1013 Ælfric’s accounts of these married-virgin
couples—namely, Basilissa and Julian,1014 Chrysanthus and Daria,1015 and Cecilia
1009
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and Valerian1016—provide what Smith identifies as ‘a unique opportunity for
examining the idealization of virginity’1017 within the High Middle Ages. As such,
they are particularly instructive for our task of eschatologically focused theological
retrieval.
6.2.2 The eschatological ideal of virginal marriage
Subjects of medieval hagiographical accounts are typically ‘situated at the nexus of
body and soul [. . .] on the threshold between earth and heaven’.1018 This situation is
certainly true of Ælfric’s virginal saints who might be said to uniquely reflect the
eschatological dichotomy of the Christian life. In their passiones these men and
women are depicted as straddling this world and the next; existing within earthly
society, but rejecting its demands and dictates, testifying to an implicit discord
between the physical and the spiritual. In her seminal work on this topic, Smith
concludes that the ‘division between worlds in which every Christian was caught
becomes visibly manifested in the figure of the virgin [. . .] who embodied a
paradigmatic shift fundamental to Christianity and lived in perpetual anticipation of
life eternal’.1019 Such an observation is distinctively true of his three pairs of marriedvirgin saints.
Commentators who are inclined to argue that Ælfric was motivated by an ideological
“sexual pessimism” of the time typically categorise the married-virgin passiones as
hyperbolic metaphors dramatising a ‘struggle for power between a threatening world,
which is destructive and sexual, and an embracing spirituality, which is asexual’.1020
While Ælfric’s accounts do indeed acknowledge a degree of incompatibility between
the sexual and the spiritual, his presentation of virginity within these narratives is far
more eschatologically nuanced and expansive than such commentary acknowledges.
Indeed, a number of key motifs within these accounts illuminate the married-virgin
saint as ‘a model for Christians who, preparatory to the Parousia, live their earthly

1016

Ælfric, “Cecilia and Valerian (Latin Text and Translation),” 172–217.
Smith, “Virginity and Married-Virgin Saints,” 127.
1018
Gulley, “Knockin’ on Heaven’s Door,” 142.
1019
Smith, “Virginity and Married-Virgin Saints,” 125.
1020
Magennis, “No Sex Please,” 3.
1017

215

lives as proper preparation for the next, eternal world’.1021 Ælfric evidences this in a
number of different ways, including the portrayal of the married-virgins’ decisions to
remain celibate as a continuation of the Patristic celebration of virginity’s
eschatological “asocial” character. For instance, in the account of Basilissa and
Julian, the latter’s parents encourage him towards marriage for the sake of the
propagation of heirs. Under the weight of parental expectations, Julian requests a
week’s grace period during which he might pray about his decision, a request which
leaves his parents ‘greatly oppressed with sorrow and [. . .] consumed in thought’.1022
During this time Julian receives a vision in which Jesus exhorts him to ‘[t]ake a virgin
who will not separate you from me by defiling you but who will remain a virgin on
your account’.1023 So it is that Julian makes the decision to marry, and yet to remain
a virgin. Ælfric’s recounting of the narrative emphasises the quandary Julian finds
himself in concerning his societal obligations (especially as a young man from a noble
family) and his desire to retain his virginity as a signification of his commitment to
God. While Julian’s eventual decision to marry goes some way to appeasing his
parents’ wishes, his choice of virginity was a
[. . .] rejection of the secular, social order of his parents [. . .]
and a signification of a] renewed world order and loyalty to
the eternal rather than the mundane. Virginity is the life of the
heavenly hosts, the earthly life of God’s dearest servants, and
a life which renounces all ties but those of heaven.1024
As such, in this account, Ælfric expertly echoes the Patristic tradition’s commitment
to virginity as a powerful eschatological counterpoint to ‘a settled worldliness which
places its hope for community in the ties of marriage and blood’.1025 In so doing he
presents the virginal husband or wife as a transitional figure who not only bestrides
both this creation and the next but, through their repudiation of normal societal
expectations, is actively ‘in the process of moving from the secular world to the
desired status of the heavenly world’.1026
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This decentring of the secular tradition gives rise to another eschatological advantage
of virginity featured within the narratives of the married-virgin saints. A key concern
of the tenth-century monastic reforms was a desire for the clergy ‘to distinguish itself
from the laity, not to mention the married priests and so-called “monks” who, to the
disgust of the [later] reformers, were physical parents as well’.1027 As such, Ælfric
placed a great deal of emphasis upon the chaste priestly procreation of spiritual
children who were ‘born of God through holy baptism and the Holy spirit into God’s
church’.1028 Indeed, the urgent eschatological pursuit of spiritual childbirth is a
constitutive element within the passiones of Ælfric’s married-virgin couples. Here
again, the account of Basilissa and Julian is particularly instructive. Ælfric records
that when Jesus appeared to Julian during his period of prayer, he commanded the
young man to take a chaste wife so that ‘[m]any will consecrate their chastity to me
through you both’.1029 The divine promise was that their union would be ‘exemplary
and evangelical for the cause of virginity, so that through them the chastity of many
others will be sanctified to God’.1030 That such sanctification was intended to happen
through the virginal spouses’ spiritually procreative efforts is confirmed by the later
revelation that the couple’s financial and spiritual investment into the establishment
of monasteries meant that they ‘quickly brought in crops of souls from the pains and
choking thistles of the world’.1031 Julian became a ‘father of some ten thousand monks
[. . . while] Basilissa freed an army of maidens and wives from filth; she sent on to
heaven exceedingly pure souls’.1032 A similar focus is found in the account of Cecilia,
whose husband—newly converted by his wife’s testimony1033—goes on to convert his
brother Tiburtius, who then converts their persecutor Maximus and so on.1034
Likewise, after he persuaded the virgin Daria to leave behind her pagan worship and
believe instead in God, Chrysanthus and his new convert ‘took up the pretense of
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marriage’,1035 such that their union, not ‘by the heat of the body […] but in the passion
of the Holy Spirit’,1036 meant that a ‘host of men flocked to the grace of Christ through
Chrysanthus [. . . and] so did innumerable women flock to Him through Daria’.1037
By repudiating sexual intercourse within their marriages, and therefore the
expectations of physical procreation for which it was understood to be purposed, the
‘Virgin Spouses as “children of the resurrection” are in a prime position to produce
more spiritual children’.1038
Further eschatological resonance is evident within Ælfric’s passiones in terms of the
married-virginal life’s similarity to that of the vita angelica. The account of St. Cecilia
is a particularly apt example of this motif. Following Cecilia and her new husband
Valerian’s bridal chamber commitment to virginal marriage, Ælfric recounts that
they were visited by an angel who gives them dual crowns. The heavenly herald
announced that the crowns had been brought directly to earth from Paradise itself,
and as such ‘never will they wither, never will they be deprived of their hue nor lose
their bloom, never will the pleasantness of their fragrance abate, nor can they be seen
by another unless it is by those for whom chastity is pleasing’.1039 That these two
earthbound mortals should be gifted with such heavenly ornaments—unable to be
perceived by those who are not similarly committed to virginal chastity—is intended
to be a clear indication of Cecilia and Valerian’s anticipatory participation in the
angelic life of celestial glory. However, the crowns are of further eschatological
thematic significance in that they are also intended to speak to the virgin’s elevated
eternal rewards. Alongside Valerian and Celicia, Julian and Basilissa also receive the
same divine ornamentation for their promise of ongoing virginity. These gifts are not
only a signification of their earthly participation in the eschatological life, but are
moreover a visible confirmation that their commitment to married virginity has been
divinely reckoned as a proleptic victory in their battle against the delights of this
world: ‘And there came two arrayed in white [. . .] each carrying a crown, and they
raised them up saying, “Stand up because you have won and have been reckoned
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among the company of angels”’.

1040

The virgin spouses’ crowns are thus portrayed

as a present physical manifestation of the eschatological heavenly rewards that await
them, ‘a miraculous testament to the treasure of virginity and the future glory due
it’.1041
The final, but by no means least significant, eschatological theme present within the
chronicles of Ælfric’s married-virgin saints echoes patristic hopes of a teleological
renewal of sexual purity and relational harmony. Ælfric depicts the saints’ chaste
marriages as performative anticipations of an eschatological future in which sex will
no longer be necessary because death has been defeated and humanity has been
eternally redeemed and restored—both in relationship with each other and God. In
portraying the married-virginal life as an endeavour that both wife and husband
embark on together,1042 Ælfric rejected the broader theological tendency of the time
which typically understood virginity to be, if not exclusively, then at least uniquely
feminine in character. For her part, Smith argues that a logical conclusion of Ælfric’s
approach is that once ‘the couple’s consecration to the virginal life is complete, sexual
difference between husband and wife essentially vanishes’.1043 If true, this perspective
would be invocative of the postlapsarian arguments of patristic authors such as
Gregory of Nyssa who according to Brown contended that the ‘emergence of a
differentiated sexual nature in the first human beings was simply a secondary and
necessary adjustment to a new condition created by the fall’.1044 We have seen how
such an understanding provided definition to much of the pre-Augustinian church’s
ruminations on the embodied resurrection life, and specifically its ‘anticipation of a
future age when the ache of sexual division would be abolished’.1045
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However, it is important for Ælfric to not be the subject of an overeager exegesis.
While he did indeed depict chaste marriages as arenas in which sexual differentiation
was largely insignificant for the God-ordained purposes of that specific union, this does
not necessarily equate to a theological negation of sexual distinction altogether in this
age, nor in the age to come. We suggest that Ælfric’s narratives of the sexed yet
celibate spouses allows for a more nuanced interpretation on this count: it indicates
that, to human sexuality belongs a more expansive purpose than merely the
facilitation of the sexual union of husband and wife. That is, within the passiones of
his married-virgin spouses, Ælfric evokes the potentiality of a teleological, relational,
and sexually differentiated perfection that is expressed in celibacy and through which
‘all Christians, irrespective of sex, will dwell in unity, worshipping God and living in
pure fellowship with him and one another’.1046
6.2.3 Significance and limitations
For the contemporary Christian, Ælfric’s conception of “virginal marriage” is a
foreign, ambiguous, and perhaps even problematic resource. While Ælfric
considered it possible not only to describe, but even to commend the life that was
simultaneously married and virginal, our earlier chapters have demonstrated that
such a conception is near nonsensical in today’s Christian context. The notion that
an individual person’s experience of marriage might not only bear a strong
resemblance to but actively share in essential characteristics of the single life is
inherently contradictory in the modern mind. Furthermore, our earlier analysis of
the normativity of marriage for the Christian alongside the focus on the biological
nuclear family (and therefore procreation) as foundational, and the perceived
necessity of sex as necessary for human flourishing renders the concept of an
intentional, entirely celibate Christian marriage all but preposterous to modern
sensibilities. In fact, Ælfric’s hagiographical laudation of these men and women who
chose to marry only so that they might remain virgins, does not simply seem obscure
to the contemporary theological and pastoral imagination, but perhaps even
dangerous. And yet, this is precisely what makes our medieval author such a
noteworthy dialogue partner for the task at hand. Ælfric’s hagiographical accounts
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of married-virgin saints may offer a number of unique implications for the retrieval
of a thick theology of singleness for the contemporary church.
For instance, while Ælfric’s texts were formulated within the context of extensive
monastic reforms of the time—which included a renewed focus on mandated
celibacy for those occupying clerical positions—unlike Augustine and, as we shall
next see, Pope John Paul II, Ælfric does not limit the legitimate, let alone superior,
unmarried life to those within religious orders or otherwise consecrated virginity.
Though the monastic context certainly forms an implicit backdrop to the passiones—
and an explicit one in the case of Julian and Basilissa—Ælfric’s concern is with
virginity as a broader theological construct. As Gulley contends, Ælfric recognised
that his writing on virginity ‘will be understood in different ways by different
members of his audience’.1047 And yet, despite this multivalence of meaning, Ælfric’s
accounts of marital-virginity consistently abounded with eschatological significance.
Replete within the passiones is the theological notion of the virginal life as an
anticipatory participation of the vita angelica; a teleological evocation of a promised
heavenly realisation of relational and sexual harmony; an example of the
eschatological priority of spiritual procreation, even over and above physical
procreation; that which is the instigator of superior heavenly rewards; and, by no
means least importantly, the public witness of the virginal life as a distinctly atypical
pursuit which itself testifies to the eschatological urgency of the time between Christ’s
first coming and the promised Parousia. Ælfric’s writing on virginity (in marriage)
demonstrates a ‘tautological cycle of signification [. . . in which the eternal] invests
meaning in virginity and it is eternity to which virginity as a signifier continually
refers’.1048
The summary implications of Ælfric’s positioning of virginity as eschatologically
momentous is perhaps best reflected in the conclusions of two of his primary
commentators, Liesl Ruth Smith and Allison Gulley. In her doctoral thesis on these
passiones, Smith argues that Ælfric’s presentation of virginity is awash with
sacramental significance. She does not mean that Ælfric regards virginity as a
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sacrament, but rather that he holds it has sacramental value, for though ‘unmistakably
and unavoidably a bodily reality [. . .] like bread and wine, it can, within the proper
context, signify something beyond the merely physical’.1049 Smith thus concludes that
for Ælfric ‘the physical reality of virginity, albeit temporal and fragile, functions as a
sign of things eternal and of the saints otherworldliness’.1050 This not only legitimates
the “abnormality” of virginity, but in fact suggests that, as a theological construct,
virginity is positively dependent upon its idiosyncratic social aberrancy.
For her part, Gulley concludes that Ælfric presents his virgins—not the least his
married-virgins—as occupying a liminal literary and didactic space. She argues that
Ælfric’s eschatological esteem of virginity is highly evocative of the New Testament’s
concern that ‘Christians should be prepared for the coming end’,1051 and organise
their lives as such. According to Gulley, Ælfric’s virgin spouses were not merely
intended to act as exemplars of right living in the last days, but as “threshold
people”,1052 as those who were in the process of transitioning from this world to the
next. They were individuals whose seemingly contradictory existence—as those who
were simultaneously married and yet virgins—heightened the sense in which they
were perceived to be living with ‘one foot in this world and one in the next, liminal
figures who are “betwixt and between” states’.1053 These dual conceptions of
virginity—as a state replete with sacramentally significant eschatological value and
privileged liminality—offer meaningful, and perhaps even essential, insights for a
theologically thick retrieval of singleness for the contemporary church.

6.3 Pope John Paul II
Our third eschatologically informed account of Christian singleness belongs to Pope
John Paul II (known prior to 1978 by his birth name, Karol Józef Wojtyla). Pope
John Paul II’s (henceforth to be referred to as JPII) career was marked by sustained
philosophical and theological exploration of the ontological nature of the human
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person, including the twin topics of marriage and celibacy. While a number of his
apostolic exhortations interacted with these topics at some length,1054 JPII’s most
extensive treatment is located in his seminal work The Theology of the Body,1055 which
was constituted by 129 weekly audiences (given between September 1979 and
November 1984) that were later published within a single volume. Described as a
‘catechesis on the bodily dimensions of human personhood, sexuality, and marriage
in the light of the biblical revelation’,1056 the addresses provide a foundational insight
into the contemporary Roman Catholic approach to theological anthropology.
Of specific relevance herein are two particular cycles of these papal audiences. The
first (November 11, 1981–February 10, 1982) centred upon the question of marriage
and celibacy in light of the resurrection body, while the second (March 19, 1982–July
14, 1982) was an expansive discussion of JPII’s understanding of virginity for the
sake of the Kingdom. In these cycles, JPII argues for the innate complementarity of
both marriage and celibacy (which he also variously refers to as virginity or
continence). He contends that the issue of celibacy must not be understood in
‘opposition to marriage, nor is it based on a negative judgement in regard to its
importance’.1057 Indeed, he perceived that the relationship between marriage and
celibacy was so intricately integrated that ‘these two “states”, in a certain sense
explain and complete each other as regards the existence and Christian life of this
community’.1058 His approach was further characterised by the conviction that the
historical and theological realities of marriage and celibacy are only able to be truly
apprehended with reflection upon both the “beginning” and the “end”. Because, as
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Hobb summarises, JPII understood ‘the creational and the eschatological [to] inform
the current historical situation of fallen men and women’,1059 it is necessary to here
briefly comment on the former before focusing the bulk of our attention on the latter.
6.3.1 Creation and “the beginning”
Central to JPII’s theology of the body (and thus his theology of marriage and
celibacy) is his understanding of the ontological harmony formed by the
simultaneous unity of human nature and the duality of gendered humanity. He
perceives this dichotomous unity and duality as the foundations of the unique
communio personarum that exists between man and woman, and which functions as
an ‘image to reflect the one who is the model’.1060 That is, the interpersonal nature of
the communion between man and woman is, in his thinking, an intentional icon of
the inner life of the divine Trinity. JPII argues that human persons were created to
mutually gift themselves to the other, as an active reflection of the divine Trinitarian
life itself. This is what he designates to be the “nuptial” character or meaning of the
body. Through the authentic expression of self-giving love, ‘the man-person becomes
a gift, thus fulfilling the deep meaning of his being and his existence’.1061
JPII goes on to argue that the Genesis creation accounts present the foundational
expression of humankind’s communio personarum as being located within the covenant
between a husband and wife. He not only contends marriage to be an integral part of
created reality, but ‘the central point of the “sacrament of creation”. In this sense it
is the primordial sacrament’.1062 Marriage is both that in which all other sacraments
find their prototype and the elemental way in which the human body participates in
making the mystery of God visible in this world. Such a doctrinal theme is not native
to the Genesis narratives alone. In Matthew 19:3–12, the Pope perceives Jesus to
reinforce the “primordial” significance of marriage as that union which was divinely
instituted to be characteristic of man right from the beginning. Thus, Hobbs
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concludes that for JPII, marriage is ‘the original, primal and basic human experience
of men and women of all times’.1063
6.3.2 Eschatology and “the end”
While JPII is convinced that the departure point for a truly theological anthropology
must be “the beginning”, his commitment to the necessity of both a creational and
eschatological framework also spurs him to consider the significance of “the end” for
the sake of the twin topics of marriage and celibacy. In so doing he turns to Matthew
22:23–33 which he argues testifies to the end of historical man and the revelation of
a ‘completely new state of human life itself’.1064 Reflecting on Jesus’ response to his
hostile Sadducean interlocutors—specifically, that people will neither “marry nor be
given in marriage” in the eschatological future (Mt 22:30)—JPII understands Jesus
to be ‘revealing a completely new dimension of the mystery of man’.1065 Although
marriage is the “primordial” sacrament and fundamental experience of human
communion in this created age, for JPII the eschatological meaning of being a human
person ‘will be constituted and understood in that age in a different way from what
it had been from the beginning and then in the whole dimension of earthly
existence’.1066 Consequently, he agrees with the prevailing historical exegesis that
marriage (between humans) belongs to this created age alone and does ‘not constitute
[. . .] the eschatological future of man’.1067 That shall be unmarried celibacy.
The impending reality of the unmarried and celibate resurrection life has vital
implications for JPII’s theological anthropology generally, and his understanding of
the nuptial meaning and Trinitarian significance of the body specifically. For
instance, he seeks to explain how it is possible that the radical future of eschatological
humanity will, at the same time, ‘not be alienated in any way from what man took
part in from the beginning’.1068 Central to his argument concerning the continuity
between humanity’s hope for the next dispensation and what was ordained in this
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current one is his rejection of the Platonic division between the earthly body and
eternal soul. With reference to Scriptural passages such as 1 Corinthians 15 and
Matthew 22:23–33, the Pope argues that the eschatological future of humanity will
remain consistent with his psychosomatic earthly ontology. The ‘eschatological
perfection and happiness of man cannot be understood as a state of the soul alone’,1069
but rather only through the ‘definitive and perfectly “integrated” [. . .] union of the
soul and the body’.1070 As a consequence, JPII holds that the eschatological virginal
life will be one in which sexual duality remains significant, both for the purposes of
mature personal subjectivity and perfected inter-personal relationship. That
resurrected humanity will keep their ‘masculinity and femininity in their risen,
glorious bodies’1071 is seen to have a number of vital implications for the import of the
sexuality of those who are celibate within the historical dimension.
In the first instance, because sexual duality will continue to characterise the
unmarried human experience within the eschatological age, the single person’s
sexual identity and potential is not something that is being squandered or denied
through earthly celibacy. Put another way, in the present overlap of the ages one does
not need to engage in sexual intercourse in order to authentically manifest themselves
as an embodied sexual person. Secondly, though in this fallen creation the human
person experiences an existential conflict between body and spirit (captured by the
apostle’s lament in Romans 7:23), the teleological unity of body and soul testifies to
the fact that ‘eschatological man will be free from that opposition’.1072 Thus, echoing
Augustine, JPII argues that in the age to come the individual person will achieve a
state of both personal humanisation and perfected spiritualisation. Such a teleological
realisation of his integral psychosomatic constitution will also result in the perfecting
of his experience and participation in the communio personarum:
The nuptial meaning of the body in the resurrection to the
future life will correspond perfectly both to the fact that man,
as a male-female, is a person created in the “image and
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likeness” of God, and to the fact that this image is realized in
the communion of persons.1073
This teleological perfecting of the nuptial meaning of the body will be accompanied
by the teleological perfecting of the divinised meaning of the body, for where, at the
time of creation, the communio personarum was intended to be an icon and prototype
of the divine Trinitarian relationship, the eschatologically realised human person will
experience actual ‘participation in the interior life of God himself, [and] penetration
and permeation of what is essentially human by what is essentially divine will then
reach its peak’.1074 In this way both the nuptial and divinised meaning of the body
will be fully realised through ‘a range of experience of truth and love such as man
would never have been able to attain in earthly life’.1075 The teleologically realised
human person will be the truly authentic human person, and this truly authentic
human person will be one who is not married to another human person.
Consequently, while still upholding marriage as the “primordial” sacrament of this
age, and the fundamental experience of human community, JPII concludes that
marriage, in and of itself, does not
determine definitively the original and fundamental meaning
of being a body or of being, as a body, male and female.
Marriage and procreation merely give a concrete reality to
that meaning in the dimension of history. The resurrection
indicates the end of the historical dimension.1076
So it is that the Pope commences a nuanced exploration of the embodied human
existence native to the new dimension, as well as its eschatological implications for
a thick theology of the unmarried Christian life in this current one.
6.3.3 An eschatological framework of celibacy
JPII regards the dignity bestowed upon celibacy (used interchangeably with virginity
and, less frequently, continence) in several New Testament texts (e.g., Mt 19:3–12;
22:23–33; 1 Cor 7) as a radical departure from the testimony of the Old Testament.
Indeed, he argues that amongst the ‘personages known to us as spiritual condotteri of

1073

John Paul II, The Theology of the Body, 247.
John Paul II, The Theology of the Body, 242.
1075
John Paul II, The Theology of the Body, 242.
1076
John Paul II, The Theology of the Body, 247.
1074

227

the people of the old covenant, there is not one who would have proclaimed [a life of
celibacy] by word or example’.1077 In that epoch, both marriage and procreation were
a ‘religiously privileged condition’.1078 He thus considers the New Testament shift to
value the virginal, unmarried, and procreatively unfruitful life as marking a radical
turning point within a biblically informed anthropology. Such a shift is both signaled
and warranted by the eschatological significance of the coming age in which ‘they
neither marry nor are given in marriage’ (Mt 22:30).
As has been noted, JPII contends that eschatological man shall discover the ultimate
teleological meaning of his own embodied and communally oriented personhood
within his unmarried and sexually celibate heavenly existence. Where the nuptial
meaning of the body in earthly marriage is located within one’s self-donation of
themselves to their spouse, JPII sees the ultimate nuptial meaning of the body as
located within a ‘particular response of love for the divine spouse [. . . the] nuptial
giving of oneself for the purpose of reciprocating in a particular way the nuptial love
of the Redeemer’.1079 This virginal nuptial love does not call for the renouncement of
one’s sexuality but is instead the ultimate and eternal realisation of humanity’s
embodied sexual duality. Thus, the ‘sexual bodily design of men and women is not
best understood in the modern terminology of sexual instinct’,1080 but rather in the
free and loving choice of self-donation of oneself to and for God, but also to and for
the other. Consequently, for JPII the virginal state of the body is not merely consistent
with the teleological and communal fulfilment of the nuptial meaning of the body.
Rather, it is that meaning.
While the teleologically perfected nuptial meaning of the body remains to be fully
realised, JPII contends that it nonetheless can and should be expressed within the
historical dimension of human experience by way of a life of continence (i.e.,
celibacy) for the sake of the kingdom. Such a life has ‘particular eloquence and
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meaning for the kingdom of heaven’1081 in a number of different senses. Firstly, JPII
contends that the virginal, unmarried individual is uniquely positioned to participate
in the formation of the kingdom of God which, in Christ, is the earthly anticipation
of the eschatologically completed kingdom of heaven. Drawing specifically upon the
Matthean narrative in which Jesus speaks of those who have made themselves
eunuchs for the sake of the kingdom of heaven (Mt 19:12) and on the apostolic
chapter of 1 Corinthians 7, the Pope argues that the unmarried individual is
‘characterized by an interior integration, by a unification that would allow him to
dedicate himself completely to the service of the Kingdom of God in all its
dimensions’.1082 This is the unique and exclusive goal to which the continent
individual, untroubled by the divisions and distractions of marriage, is privileged to
be oriented. In so doing—that is, in being undividedly ‘anxious about the things of
the Lord’ (1 Cor 7:32)—JPII perceives the unmarried person to be ‘bringing this
eschatological kingdom of God close to the life of all people in the conditions of
temporality, and makes it in a certain way present in the midst of the world’.1083
The sense in which the continent life ushers the eschatological future into the present
is further exemplified by the specific way in which that life is understood to be an
earthly anticipation of that very future. In an argument highly reminiscent of
numerous early church fathers, the Pope contends that celibacy (as the virginal state)
is a charismatic sign which announces that the teleological destiny of the body lies in
glorification rather than the grave.1084 According to West, JPII contends that celibate
Christians ‘look to the future, anticipating in the here-and-now the life of light. [. . .]
In this way they shed light on God’s ultimate plan right from the beginning [. . . They]
proclaim to the world that ‘the kingdom of God is here’.1085 However, JPII’s
argument on this count is even more expansive, for in a number of his apostolic
exhortations, the Pope asserts that the unmarried life does more than merely
prophetically anticipate the new creation, in which the perfected psychosomatic
human person will finally realise their true teleological meaning. Rather, he holds
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that the continent life is actually ‘the beginning of the new creation’,1086 and an
‘anticipation of the world to come, already at work for the total transformation of
man’.1087 Thus, not only does the unmarried individual uniquely contribute to the
establishment of the kingdom of God and publicly anticipate it, but they are liminal
figures literally embodying a particular aspect of the eschatological future here in the
present. In JPII’s thinking the celibate earthly life is thus imbued with extraordinary
eschatological dignity.
6.3.4 A qualified eschatological framework
And yet, an authentic appreciation of the Pope’s theological ethic of virginity must
also recognise the very specific framework within which he sees it rightly established.
For JPII, the virginal life in and of itself is of no particular significance or superiority,
whether that be eschatologically or otherwise. Within his theological framework,
continence, celibacy, and the virginal life (i.e., the equivalent of what is commonly
referred to today as singleness) are only of theological value and ethical esteem when
undertaken with reference to a particular set of principles.
The first of these principles pertains to motivation as that which ultimately dictates the
‘evangelical and authentically Christian superiority of virginity and continence’.1088
With reference to Jesus’ teaching about those who are eunuchs for the sake of the
kingdom of heaven (Mt 19:12), and the apostle’s commendation of the unmarried
life for its ability to foster a life of undivided, undistracted devotion to the things of
the Lord (1 Cor 7:32–35), the Pope asserts that the value of continence is not found
in the simple fact of sexual abstinence, but in its theological orientation. That is, it is
impossible ‘to understand fully the significance and the nature of continence if the
[. . . motivation] “for the sake of the kingdom of heaven”, is not complete in its
adequate, concrete, and objective content’.1089 Where celibacy is not directly
motivated by an eschatological orientation towards the establishment and
anticipation of this kingdom, it thus falls outside the scope of New Testamental
legitimation. In fact, JPII contends that those who voluntarily choose the celibate life
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must be fully sincere and absolutely exclusive in this impetus, rather than even in part
by ‘any other calculations whatever’.1090
From this initial principle it follows that a life of authentic Christian continence must
also be one undertaken by choice, rather than by necessity or happenstance, for one
who is a eunuch for the sake of the kingdom of heaven is so because he “made
himself” such. Consequently, JPII asserts that, to ‘achieve the end in question—that
is, to rediscover in continence that particular spiritual fruitfulness which comes from
the Holy Spirit—the continence must be willed and chosen by virtue of a deep faith’.1091
Because the only continent life deserving of eschatological veneration is one which
allows the unmarried individual to fully identify with, and comprehensively
contribute towards the kingdom, the continence of one who would choose marriage
(should the opportunity or possibility arise) cannot be said to be imbued with the
same theological privilege. Furthermore, the choice of one who pursues continence
must be final, for according to JPII, celibacy which is authentically Christian in its
character will not allow itself the possibility of being seasonal or temporary in
duration. The one who pursues singleness for the sake of the kingdom ‘makes it the
fundamental situation or state of his whole earthly life’.1092 Such a final undertaking
is to be continually reaffirmed, for one who ‘has voluntarily chosen continence for
the sake of the Kingdom of Heaven must daily give a living witness of fidelity to that
choice’.1093
The final, and logically interrelated principle by which a life of Christian continence
is understood to be legitimated and esteemed in the papal thought is grounded in that
state’s gifted and vocational character. Though, the celibate life must be one
undertaken as a conscious choice, JPII emphasises Jesus’ words that one who makes
themselves a kingdom-oriented eunuch is only ‘able to receive this saying’ as one to
‘whom it has been given’ (Mt 19:11). As such, an individual who chooses a life of
continence is only able to make such a choice because they have been the recipient
of a charismatic gift of grace that allows them to do so. Theirs is ‘a mature response
1090
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to a particular gift of the Spirit’, 1094 which he perceives the apostle Paul to refer to in
1 Corinthians 7:7. Indeed, the Pope contends that one receives either continence or
marriage as one’s ‘own gift, that is, the grace proper to this choice, to this way of
living, to this state’.1095 Consequently, both states are to be rightly apprehended as
‘vocations in life’:1096
Christian revelation recognises two specific ways of realizing
the vocation of the human person, in its entirety, to love:
marriage and virginity or celibacy. Either one is in its own
proper form an actuation of the most profound truth about
man, of his being ‘created in the image of God’.1097
This argumentation is consistent with the historical Roman Catholic tradition in
which the vocation of continence has primarily (though not exclusively) been
undertaken within the institutionally vowed life that seeks perfection.1098
In summary, JPII argues that celibacy which is not solely motivated by the interests
of the eschatological kingdom, not freely and permanently chosen and not enacted
as a supernaturally empowered vocational calling, ‘falls outside the scope of Christ’s
words [. . . and does] not correspond to Christian celibacy’.1099 These defining
principles serve to highlight the extraordinariness of Christian celibacy in his
doctrinal thought, and substantiates why marriage—as that which was ‘from the
beginning’1100—remains the ‘general rule of this life’.1101 As West summarises, for JPII
‘[h]istorical man was “made” for marriage’,1102 and consequently the historical
vocation of Christian continence—eschatologically significant as it may be—can
only ever be understood as an exception to the general rule of matrimony.
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6.3.5 Significance and limitations
We have seen that Pope John Paul II’s theological and ethical exploration of
celibacy, continence, and virginity suggests a range of unique and discerning insights
that may well prove significant for a theological retrieval of singleness today.
His emphasis on the radically novel character of the New Testamental affirmations
of the celibate life places the contemporary diminishment of singleness (explored in
chapter 2) in stark and compelling relief against the teleological trajectory towards
singleness. Though his broad exploration focuses on both “the beginning” and “the
end” it does so in an integrated and cohesive fashion, thereby allowing him to identify
the teleological arc at work within God’s purposes for both marriage and singleness.
In so doing, JPII depicts the unmarried eschatological destiny as the authentic
fulfilment of the human person in terms of their personal subjectivity, their
relationship with the Trinitarian Godhead and their perfected communion with
others. This depiction challenges the contemporary tendency to elevate the relational
ultimacy of marriage over an anticipation of perfected and communal eschatological
existence. By concluding that the eschatological reality that awaits will be one in
which we experience ‘truth and love such as man would never have been able to
attain in earthly life’,1103 JPII offers a critique of any over-realised eschatological
identification of the earthly marital union as the idealised relational experience for
which human persons were teleologically created.1104 His establishment of the
complementarity of both the married and unmarried life within the overarching
creative and new-creative divine intentions serves to actively decentre any tendency
to see the states of marriage and singleness as competitive in terms of either virtue or
dignity.
Another valuable aspect of JPII’s eschatological treatment of celibacy is located in
his argumentation that the eschatological virginal life will be one in which sexual
duality remains significant, both for the purposes of mature personal subjectivity and
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perfected inter-personal relationship. In particular, his contention that the resurrected
will keep their ‘masculinity and femininity in their risen, glorious bodies’1105 suggests
that the single person’s sexuality is imbued with vitally important ontological import,
regardless of whether or not it is ever expressed through the act of sexual intercourse
itself. Further exploration of such a conclusion would undoubtedly offer an
important critique of the modern evangelical tendency to synonymously identify the
meaning of human sexuality with its expression in the sexual union of marriage and
the fulfilled indulgence of sexual instinct. Finally, JPII’s eschatological construction
of singleness is uniquely expansive in its perception of the kingdom-oriented
unmarried individual as not merely contributing towards a future reality, but actually
ushering that reality into the present. For JPII, the earthly virgin is, within this
historical dimension, already a very real embodiment of the eschatological new
creation.
However, JPII’s restriction of eschatologically privileged singleness (or in the papal
language, celibacy, virginity, or continence) within a very specifically oriented
framework does present some problematic limitations for our purposes. In
embedding only one particular type of lived singleness with eschatological import
and earthly legitimation, JPII’s theological ethic of singleness is strongly reminiscent
of Augustine’s. As Hobbs notes, despite all of its riches, JPII’s work has little to say
‘about the place in the church for singles who are not necessarily consecrated to
celibacy’.1106 Prolific Theology of the Body commentator, Christopher West, also notes
this lacuna in the theological and pastoral application of JPII’s thinking on this
matter. He observes that there are many ‘more single people [. . .] today than was
typical in the past. This “new” reality calls for a pastoral response from the church
that has yet to be adequately developed’.1107 Yet, in seeking to defend and apply JPII’s
broader argument concerning marriage and singleness as vocational states, West is
only able to offer the rather pallid reassurance that the one who is not single by choice
can still live ‘a very fruitful life serving others while maintaining the hope of finding
a spouse or continuing to discern a call to consecrated celibacy’.1108 Such an
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exhortation is consistent with the analysis of chapter 2 in which the contemporary
theological ethic of unchosen or circumstantial singleness was seen to be restricted in
dignity and value to the instrumentality of how it is fruitfully spent, or perhaps simply
endured.

6.4 Stanley Hauerwas
The final eschatologically informed account of Christian singleness to be examined
for the possibilities of retrieval it presents belongs to contemporary American
theologian, Stanley Hauerwas. Described in 2001 by TIME Magazine as
‘contemporary theology’s foremost intellectual provocateur’,1109 Hauerwas’s prolific
career spans almost half a century and is marked by a complexity of theological
commitments and pastoral influences.
He is a layperson who writes as a churchman, as one who has
been and remains an often very engaged member of various
congregations and churches. He was brought up Methodist,
has been strongly influenced by Anabaptist theology and
polity, displays some sympathies for a certain kind of
Catholicism, is now an active Anglican, and gives evidence of
a deep concern for the ecumenical church’s life and wellbeing. Yet while Hauerwas’s Christianity is clearly the
product of his background to some degree, it is very much his
own, so much so that he cannot be made to fit within any
particular church tradition.1110
Indeed, when pondering the question of whether he writes as a Catholic or a
Protestant Hauerwas himself admits that ‘I simply do not know. I do not believe that
theology when rightly done is either Catholic or Protestant. The object of the
theologian’s inquiry is quite simply God—not Catholicism or Protestantism’.1111
Hauerwas’s rather eclectic theological formation is further reflected in the broad
range of thinkers with whom he dialogues. For instance, in just one short chapter of
his 1991 work, After Christendom, he engages with the output of the Catholic
Theological Society of America, feminist legal scholar and author Catherine
MacKinnon, and twentieth-century atheist, Bertrand Russell.1112 Across the broader
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scope of his work, Hauerwas lays repeated claim to an array of other key dialogue
partners, not the least including Karl Barth, brothers Reinhold and H. Richard
Niebuhr, and Alasdair MacIntyre. However, no interlocutor has perhaps proven so
significant—and so problematic—for Hauerwas as John Howard Yoder, a man who
had been his friend, mentor, and colleague well before allegations of Yoder having
perpetrated long-term sexual abuse and harassment came to public light in the early
1990s.1113
Hauerwas’s unapologetically heterogeneous approach makes him a superlative
candidate for our established exercise of retrieval. However, that which denotes him
as a great asset also complicates our undertaking, for he has long disavowed ‘any
attempt to do theology as a system’.1114 Because he is committed to the principle that
Christian belief ought to be approached as an interconnected web of loci that are
constantly being explored, repaired, and discovered,1115 his material on singleness
tends to be intricately interwoven throughout the broader argumentation of his
extensive corpus. We must, therefore, undertake a somewhat different approach than
we did with our previous dialogue partners whose relevant resources tended to be
more easily isolated and independently self-contained. It is only in having established
Hauerwas’s broader theological and ethical paradigm at some length that we will be
able to accurately perceive the significance of his relevant offerings for a theological
retrieval of singleness.
6.4.1 The church as unique ethical community
Hauerwas’ repudiation of the modern systematic approach—in which one dogmatic
locus is, at any time, posited as a central node from which all others are understood
to radiate—has arisen from his concern that such a method inevitably results in a
1113
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false and unhelpful dichotomy between theology and ethics. Where once ‘there was
no Christian ethics simply because [early] Christians could not distinguish between
their beliefs and their behaviours’,1116 modern theology has, in Hauerwas’ view,
regrettably established doctrine as more basic than ethics. He contends that such a
move is a recent methodological invention whose roots lie in the polemical terms of
a Reformation that
could not help but reshape how ethics was conceived in
relation to theology. Faith, not works, determines the
Christian’s relationship to God [. . . and so] for Protestants the
Christian life is now characterized in such a way that there
always exists a tension between law and grace.1117
Such an unwelcome and overly reductionist development has failed to demonstrate
that ‘Christian convictions make for how we see the world, and how we see the world
shapes how we rightly live’.1118 As a consequence, Hauerwas conceives of the task of
Christian ethics as ‘not primarily about rules and principles [. . . but rather] about
how the self must be transformed to see the world truthfully’.1119 Building on the work
of MacIntyre,1120 Hauerwas rejects the modern propensity to centre Christian ethics
around difficult quandaries and predicaments and instead argues that the heart of the
ethical task lies not in determining what a Christian person ought to “do”, but rather
in what sort of person a Christian ought to “be”. As Werpehowski observes, Christian
ethics is for Hauerwas ‘an activity of articulating the grammar of Christian language
so that the task of embodying truth in social life comes clear’.1121
Hauerwas is further convinced that such an endeavour is a necessarily communal
one. He holds that Scripture ‘cares nothing for the European Enlightenment’s
infatuation with the individual self as the most significant ethical unit’1122 and
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maintains that only a shared sense of identity and value as grounded in a common
narrative is capable of mobilising individuals to embody truth through social action.
Yet, it is not just any narrative, nor just any community, which is capable of such a
formative task. For Hauerwas, the Christian church is not only the locus of the
Christian ethical impulse but is, in fact, the only authentic ethical community:
The Christian claim is not that we as individuals should be
based in a community because life is better lived together
rather than alone. The Christian claim is that life is better lived
in the church because the church, according to our story, just
happens to be true. The church is the only community formed
around the truth, which is Jesus Christ, who is the way, the
truth and the life.1123
Hauerwas’s theological ethic is, therefore, notoriously, and unapologetically,
“church-centric”. Indeed, he argues that ‘the question of the nature and form of the
church is the center of any attempt to develop Christian ethics’.1124 This explains why
one of the most salient aspects of Hauerwasian thought is his rejection of any
Christian attempt to transform culture—a practice he names “Constantinianism”—
rather than to counter it. He laments that the best minds of modern (and particularly
American) evangelicalism have ‘been enlisted in the Constantinian enterprise of
making the faith credible to the powers-that-be so that Christians might now have a
share in those powers’.1125 According to Hauerwas, the endeavour to mold
democratic Western nations into an earthly likeness of the divine kingdom has been
a disaster and only served to distort ‘the gospel and transform it into something it
never claimed to be—ideas abstracted from Jesus, rather than Jesus with his
people’.1126 He argues that this self-defeating diminishment of the church’s unique
narrative and authentic political mission has been matched in pace by a
corresponding empowerment of destructive individualism which seeks to guarantee
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to each ‘the liberty to pursue the good life as he or she sees it as long as it is compatible
with the equal right of all others to a similar pursuit’.1127 The incursion of this
libertarian ideal into Christian ethics has not only encouraged disciples to detach
from their primary political, social, and ethical community (i.e., the church), but has
also reshaped the church into just ‘one more consumer-oriented organization [. . .
that exists] to encourage individual fulfillment’.1128
It is thus no surprise that Hauerwas views the current twenty-first-century demise of
the Constantinian synthesis between the world and the church to be cause for
celebration. At last, he concludes, the church is positioned to proactively ‘stand as a
political alternative to every nation, witnessing to the kind of social life possible for
those that have been formed by the story of Christ’.1129 This, he explains, is the great
adventure of the Christian life! Such an undertaking requires the church, as a
community of “resident aliens”, not to occupy itself with questions of whether it
ought to be in the world but instead with ‘how to be in the world, in what form, for
what purpose’.1130
6.4.2 The theological centrality and ethical significance of eschatology
Hauerwas postulates that the answers to such questions are located in the church’s
understanding of the unique and distinctive narrative in which it is grounded. What
makes the Christian church unique, he writes, is ‘not only having its own narrative.
Rather it is “the kind” of narrative that determines its life’.1131 Absolutely fundamental
to this unique kind of narrative and, therefore, to the political mission of the church
is a robustly integrated eschatology. Hauerwas argues that Christians ‘must forever
be letting go of our Constantinian assertions’, because ‘we are forever forgetting how
decisive, how eschatological, is the event of Christ’.1132 In having come to hold the
apocalyptic dimension of the Christ event so loosely, modern Christianity has
carelessly accepted ‘with despair and relief, the inevitability and thus the goodness of
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things as they are’.1133 It is here that Yoder’s formative significance comes to the fore
in Hauerwas’s thought. In drawing upon his mentor’s eschatological work, he
reasons that
[t]he fundamental problem that beset the church when
Constantine became a member [. . .] was how becoming
established changed the self-understanding of the church.
Under the influence of Constantinianism the church no longer
understood herself to live simultaneously in two times.
Eschatology had now become an ideal relegated to the future
rather than a reality that transforms the character of time. As
a result the church no longer thinks she is standing in the
obedient line of the true prophets, witnessing to the reality of
God’s kingdom. Rather, the church now has a vested interest
in the present order, tempting her to use cultic means to
legitimize that order.1134
Contemporary Christians have thus ‘been conditioned by our very best theologians
[. . .] to be deeply suspicious of eschatology [. . . and] have charged eschatological
thinking with being “other worldly,” “pie-in-the-sky-by-and-by” thinking, which is
inimical to Christian activism today’.1135 As Coffey summarises, they ‘want Jesus’
ethics without his eschatology’.1136 Yet for Hauerwas, such a desire is completely
nonsensical, for the narrative of Christian ethics—the narrative of true ethics—centres
absolutely and entirely around the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus of
Nazareth.1137 The Messiah’s historical entrance into the world was a divine intrusion
of epic proportionality and that which fundamentally disrupted all established
patterns and arrangements of history. Christians now ‘tell time on the basis of that
enactment’.1138 Hauerwas contends that which characterises this new time, or rather
which this new time is itself characteristic of, is nothing less than the Kingdom of
God:
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The proclamation of the coming kingdom of God, its presence
and future coming is a claim about how God rules and the
establishment of that rule through the life, death and
resurrection of Jesus. Thus the Gospels portray Jesus not only
offering the possibility of achieving what were heretofore
thought to be impossible ethical ideals. He actually proclaims
and embodies a way of life that God has made possible here
and now.1139
Jesus’ life, his story, his teachings, his actions, his interactions are themselves the
eschatological embodiment of the inbreaking kingdom of God. In him, its ethical
character is perfectly exemplified and explicated. His life ‘is the life of the end—this
is the way the world is meant to be’.1140
Hauerwas considers the urgent rediscovery of the Christian narrative’s eschatological
dimension as being crucial to the church’s settled identity as the Body of Christ and
its political mission to the world.1141 As a community defined by a divine story with
‘a beginning, a continuing drama and an end’,1142 the church is called to be ‘on the
long haul, living in that difficult time between one advent and the next’.1143 Here
again Yoder proves instrumental for Hauerwas’s explication of what it is to be a
community whose ethical action is shaped by its location within two overlapping
aeons:
These aeons are not distinct periods of time, for they exist
simultaneously. They differ rather in nature or in direction;
one points backwards to human history outside of (before)
Christ; the other points forward to the fullness of the kingdom
of God, which is a foretaste. Each aeon has a social
manifestation: the former in the ‘world’, the latter in the body
of Christ.1144
Thus Hauerwas regards the slash within the “already/not yet” to be far from
innocuous. Indeed, he considers that single oblique stroke to be embedded with
aeonic significance1145 for it challenges the church to be a community whose
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collective life and relationships are fundamentally oriented towards and informed by
the Kingdom of God. This is precisely what lies at the heart of the Christian
adventure:
So discipleship, seen through this eschatology, becomes
extended training in letting go of the ways we try to preserve
and give significance to the world, ways brought to an end in
Jesus, and in relying on God’s definition of the direction and
meaning of the world—that is, the kingdom of God.1146

6.4.3 Relating eschatology and creation
For Hauerwas, eschatology lies at the very heart of the church’s formation, identity,
and mission. Yet, he also recognises that the church remains a community
constituted by creatures. As such his understanding of the doctrinal relationship
between eschatology and creation is integral to his theological ethic as a whole, and
his focus on singleness in particular.
In the opening sentence of Approaching the End, Hauerwas writes that when he ‘began
to think about what I should say about creation, the title “The End is in the
Beginning” immediately came to mind’,1147 for ‘we only know there was a beginning
because we have seen the end’.1148 Hauerwas observes that, according to Barth, ‘we
are not asked by the Confessions, the Apostles Creed to believe in the created world,
nor even the work of creation, but we are asked to believe in God the creator’.1149 This
means that the Christian belief in creation is an exercise of faith made in response to
divine revelation. In creation—just as in redemption—we are, as Barth argues, ‘faced
with the same mystery of God and his work’.1150 Thus, what exists, ‘exists not of itself
but by God’s Word, for His Word’s sake, in the sense and in the purpose of His
Word’.1151 In dialoguing with Barth, Hauerwas concludes that God’s act of creation
ex nihilo is an act of divine grace for ‘God has willed and created the creature for the
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sake of the Son and for the glorification of the Son by the Holy Spirit’.1152 If it is true
that creation was undertaken for a teleological purpose, then the revelation of creation
can only be understood in light of eschatology. In this sense, the end truly is in the
beginning. Hauerwas consequently refutes any theological attempt to designate the
Christ event as a novel action of divine intervention into the otherwise “timeless
truth” of creation. Because creation has always been ‘charged with the grandeur of
Christ’,1153 our understanding of who we are as creatures must necessarily be
informed by God’s teleological purposes for his creatures as eschatologically
established in Christ.
Such a conclusion leads Hauerwas to be highly suspicious of any appeal to a natural
order as a chronologically prior and independent basis for the formation and practice
of Christian ethics. Here he again appeals to Barth’s argument that the God who
meets man as Creator is the same God who meets man in Christ Jesus rather than ‘a
new and strange God who could require of man [. . .] something new and strange’.1154
Hauerwas thus rejects the notion that at some point in history God determined to
instigate a new theological impetus (i.e., eschatology) by which his people were
guided towards novel ethical action. Indeed, such a contention leads him to critique
the work of fellow theological ethicists such as Oliver O’Donovan who, he argues,
seeks
an account of natural law that is not governed by the
eschatological witness of Christ’s resurrection. We cannot
write about resurrection and moral order because any order
that we know as Christians is resurrection. I am not denying
that we are creatures of a good creator; I am simply suggesting
that we Christians know nothing about what we mean by
creation separate from the new order [. . . which we find in
practices that are correlative] to Christ’s resurrection.1155
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Because all Christian ethical practice—as indeed, all Christian theology—is
intrinsically eschatological in motivation and character, the church—as the only
authentic ethical community—is called to a shared political life that is also
correspondingly eschatological in motivation and character. With this primacy of
eschatological perspective, we (finally) arrive at our destination for according to
Hauerwas, singleness is ‘symbolically crucial to the church’s understand of itself as an
eschatological community’.1156
6.4.4 A failed eschatological community
Hauerwas’s exploration of the sense in which ‘the Christian conviction concerning
the place of singleness [. . . is] perhaps the most important political task of the church
in our society’,1157 begins in the same place as our own—an analysis of its
contemporary theological and ethical diminishment. He observes that, if ‘our society
has lost good reason for getting married and having children, we appear even more
so to have lost good reasons for staying single’.1158 That such a problematic reality
troubles the church as much as it does broader society is a direct result of an
impoverished understanding of God’s eschatological purposes for marriage, family,
and sex. For almost four decades Hauerwas has noted the same heightened Christian
concern over the sanctity and safeguarding of marriage and the nuclear family that
was observed in the first two chapters of this thesis:
This account usually begins by observing that the family is a
very good thing—the backbone of the nation and society, or
something equally impressive. It is thus assumed that the
family is inherently valuable—an end in itself—without which
we could not develop as full moral beings. [. . .] It is alleged
that we are living at a time when there is a breakdown of
morality, or rather that a hedonistic self-fulfilment ethic has
replaced past commitments to duty and responsibility, and the
family is among the first and the most important causalities in
this breakdown.1159
In response to this cycle of crisis, the contemporary church has consistently called for
a ‘return to traditional values in an effort to save the family from the acids of
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immorality [. . . for] by saving the family we can save our society’.1160 Yet, Hauerwas
contends that the believing community has not actually sought to understand the
nature of the problem which it presumes to exist and seeks to address. Not only does
he charge the church with having consistently neglected to present a coherent and
sustained rationale for why it holds the account above to be true and necessitating a
response, but also with having failed to even recognise the need for such a rationale to
exist at all. As a consequence of this aporia the contemporary church ‘can no longer
describe what the family should be and/or why we think of it as our most basic moral
institution’.1161 A similar failure has occurred with our theological description and
resultant ethical approach to marriage, and particularly the Christianised romantic
idealisation to which it has been subjected, and even subjugated. Hauerwas observes
that we cling to our marital and familial relationships as that which ‘exists primarily
as the place from which we receive and learn affection’1162 and promise ‘to give our
lives, if not purpose, at least an “anchor”’.1163 Christian notions of both marriage and
family have become characterised ‘by the privileged emotional climate that must be
protected from outside intrusion’1164 at all costs. Yet the weight of such wondrous
expectations are a heavy burden to bear, and sadly there ‘is ample evidence to suggest
that such an understanding is disastrous both personally and politically’.1165
Hauerwas argues that the contemporary church has also neglected its responsibility
to undertake an urgent evaluation of its theological and ethical attitudes towards sex.
Indeed, by the late 1970s he had already concluded that the discourse’s ‘inconsistent
borrowings of the various options provided by our culture’1166 meant that ‘[c]urrent
reflection about sexual ethics by Christian ethicists is a mess’.1167 He argues that the
modern Christian approach to sex and sexuality is characterised by either a
demystifying realism: ‘people, including young people, are going to “do it”—so try
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to keep the damage down’1168; or a romantic idealisation: the fundamental question
about sex is ‘whether our sexual expressions are or are not expressions of love’.1169
The ultimate response to this dichotomy of interpretative tendencies1170 has been the
Christian celebration of sexuality as the arena of authentic human fulfilment:
Christian ethicists have usually fallen over each other in their
attempts to say good things about sex. God created us sexual
beings, they say. Adam needed Eve to be whole, they say.
They were ‘one flesh,’ they say. That’s the way God intended
it, they say.1171
Hauerwas concludes that this positioning of sex, romance, marriage, and family as
the ultimate paradigms of love, intimacy, idealised personal pleasure, and individual
fulfilment is far more at home within the ideals of contemporary liberalism than the
eschatological community defined and compelled by God’s teleological purposes in
Jesus Christ. In failing to form a robust account of these institutions in line with its
distinctly eschatological identity and mission, the church has either intentionally
adopted or unwittingly absorbed secular relational and sexual norms, all ‘baptised
[. . .] in the name of natural law’1172 and thereby claimed as distinctly and
fundamentally Christian.
Having already examined Hauerwas’s conclusions regarding the validity of ethical
thought primarily generated by a determinative “natural order”, his response to this
contemporary propensity should be of no surprise. Hauerwas soundly rejects the
Christian depiction of marriage, family, and sex as “natural” institutions that position
all alternatives—particularly singleness—‘as creatures of human will and therefore
arbitrary and capricious’.1173 Having failed to evaluate its own theology and ethical
practices in these areas, Hauerwas concludes that the church has simply assumed
‘that marriage is the first mode of sexual life and that the single therefore must justify
his or her mode of life rather than vice versa’.1174
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So it is that he grieves the Christian community’s failure to create faithful accounts
of marriage, family, sex, and singleness that reflect, contribute to, and are sustained
by its distinctly collective character as a group of people desirous not of autonomy,
but of community. The Christian call is not to self-fulfilling freedom, but to service
to others and there is no ‘isolated phenomenon called “human sexuality” that can be
discussed separate from the ends and purposes of a community’.1175 Neither ought it
be espoused that ‘love is the necessary condition for marriage [. . . when in fact]
marriage is not sustained by being a fulfilling experience for all involved, but by
embodying moral and social purposes that give it a basis in the wider community’:1176
We must understand that if Christians and non-Christians
differ over marriage, that difference does not lie in their
understanding of the quality of interpersonal relationships
needed to enter or sustain a marriage, but rather a
disagreement about the nature of marriage and its place in the
Christian and national community.1177
What is needed, Hauerwas argues, is a return to the conviction that individual
Christians are members of an eschatological community whose existence is located
in the aeonic slash of the already/not yet. Rather than holding out creation and the
end-times as competing spheres of ethical motivation, the church must eagerly
embrace its eschatological character and calling, and in so doing, interpret all its
ethical commitments—not least with respect to marriage, family, sex, and
singleness—in light of God’s teleological purposes in Christ. Ethics, he contends, is
‘a function of the telos, the end. It makes all the difference in the world how one
regards the end of the world’.1178
6.4.5 Singleness as a witness to eschatological cruciality
It is with this conclusion firmly established that Hauerwas can thus speak with great
confidence about the eschatological significance and centrality of the single Christian
life. From the moment of its birth, he argues, the church established singleness as not
only a genuinely valid, but a genuinely valuable way of life:
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Singleness is the one practice of the church that most
profoundly shows that it has accepted and wishes to
participate in the hope that God has secured through Christ’s
cross, resurrection and ascension. Singleness, embodies the
Christian hope that God’s kingdom has come, is present and
is still to come.1179
On what basis does Hauerwas make such an extraordinary claim about the purpose,
and indeed perhaps even the primacy, of singleness? His seemingly counter-intuitive
starting place is with an appropriate understanding of the significance of procreation,
and therefore also of marriage and sex, for the eschatological people of God.
Hauerwas concurs with our conclusion in chapter 2 that the contemporary Christian
individual typically regards ‘having children as not simply a natural event, but one
dependent on their deepest convictions’.1180 And yet, he also observes that much
contemporary thinking on this count has been formulated in the absence of ‘very
substantive claims about the nature of the world and God’s relation to it’.1181 He
directs his readers to consider that one of the most conclusive distinctives of
Christianity is that, unlike their Judaic forebears, its adherents do not need physically
to procreate in order to be part of the believing community, nor to contribute to or
secure its growth.1182 Instead, Christians are those whose understanding of God’s
teleological purposes in Christ leads them to ‘believe in the power of God to create a
people though witness and conversion rather than through natural regeneration’.1183
In this theologically driven ethical context, singleness is rightly understood as a
necessary and even urgent reminder to the eschatologically oriented church that it
‘grow not through biological ascription but through witness and hospitality to the
stranger’.1184 As a consequence, the affirmation of singleness’ validity and value for
the Christian decries any sense in which marriage, family, and even sex are rightly
considered to be “natural” expectations or “creative” obligations within the
1179
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eschatological present. Indeed, for Hauerwas ‘there can be no more radical act than
[singleness], as it is the clearest institutional expression that one’s future is not
guaranteed by the family, but by the church’.1185 Yet in broader Hauerwasian thought,
of course, the church’s future is itself only guaranteed by its Lord, Jesus Christ.
Such a theological appreciation of singleness seeks to recast it (alongside marriage)
as a vitally unique, distinctive, and even “heroic” vocation. As Hauerwas asserts,
‘there is only one good reason to get married or to stay single, namely, that this has
something to do with our discipleship’.1186 He argues that because the church is an
eschatologically orchestrated family whose relational ties are based on discipleship
rather than genetic inheritance, the unmarried Christian is called to the important
vocation of spiritual parenthood. All Christian “children” are born into the
eschatological community not through biology but through baptism which acts as a
sacramental sign of their spiritual rebirth. Baptism also ‘makes all adult Christians
parents and gives them the obligation to help introduce these children to the
gospel’,1187 for in their public baptismal vows the whole gathered community of God
promises to parent those children who have just been welcomed into their family.1188
In this sense, authentically Christian thinking about the task of parenting ought never
be defined by, or limited to those who share the same biology. Rather, the office of
Christian parent is not only open to all members of the Christian community—
whether married or single—but indeed one which is expected of all members.
And yet, while both the single and married Christian are appointed to spiritual
parenthood

together,

the

single

Christian’s

vocational

calling

bears

an

idiosyncratically urgent character. Hauerwas argues that singleness is uniquely
resonant with an eschatological orientation towards discipleship because it acts as a
distinctive demonstration that the Christian hope is firmly grounded in God’s
teleological promises, rather than in the creative institutions of marriage and the
family:
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[W]e must remember that the “sacrifice” made by the single
is not that of “giving up sex”, but the much more significant
sacrifice of giving up heirs. There can be no clearer
institutional expression that one’s future is not guaranteed by
the family, but by the church. The church, that harbinger of
the Kingdom of God, is now the source of our primary
loyalty.1189
To single Christians belongs a unique and imminent testimony—specifically, that the
‘telos, the end, gives meaning to our choices’1190 and lives in this overlap of ages. As a
form of life, it inimitably reminds married Christians that their children are not their
own,1191 that the church (rather than the biological unit) is the Christian’s primary
family, and that the church’s ongoing prioritisation of spiritual rather than physical
procreation is both a sign of trust and a living demonstration that ‘in spite of the
considerable evidence to the contrary [. . .] God has not abandoned this world’.1192
As McCarthy summarises, Hauerwas sees the eschatological vocation of singleness
as ‘a practical sign and an important way of life for a community that lives with faith
and hope in the reign of God.’1193
6.4.6 Significance and limitations
Like those of our previous dialogue partners, Hauerwas’s account of Christian
singleness is deeply eschatological in character and import. And yet, where
Augustine, Ælfric’s, and JPII’s accounts tended to focus on the eschatological
significance and benefits to the individual unmarried Christian (both in this age and
the age to come), Hauerwas’ contention is somewhat distinct. Foundational to his
account is the conviction that the eschatological character, significance, and mission
of the church is central to any theologically thick construct of singleness, and therefore
also that a theologically thick construct of singleness is central to the character,
significance and mission of the church.
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This positioning of the church as the eschatological ethical epicentre is an invaluable
resource for our task of retrieval for it dictates that any authentically Christian
understanding of the place and purpose of singleness must, to some degree or another,
locate its necessary context within the communal milieu of the church’s political
mission. Doing so ensures that the single form of Christian life is not abstracted from
the primary mode of all Christian life—discipleship—and subsequently reveals the
necessity of singleness being appreciated and undertaken as an essentially vital
vocation within the community of those living in the overlap of the ages. As
Hauerwas argues, the single Christian is uniquely placed to reflect the priorities of
communal existence within the aeonic now/not yet by testifying to the believing
community—and indeed, to a watching world—that marriage and family is not the
first way of life in the church and that children who are brought into this world do
not belong to their parents but to God.1194
Hauerwas’s work is also of uniquely decentering significance with respect to the two
problematic tendencies which were identified earlier as foundational to the ‘passive
and palliative’1195 contemporary theology of singleness. In the first instance, we have
seen that Hauerwas presents a deeply theological and sustained critique of the
Christian misappropriation of cultural doxic norms regarding singleness, marriage,
family, and sex. Of significance is his exposition of how romantic and sexual
idealisation has abstracted the family, marriage, and sex from their political and
theological purposes within the community of God’s people, thereby also further
marginalising single Christians. Of particular interest is the sense in which Hauerwas
has rebutted the church’s attempts to “rebaptise” these ideals through theological
appeals to the natural order. In perceiving a symbiotic relationship to be at work
between the misappropriation of secular cultural norms and a subsequent myopic
focus on the theological and ethical implications of creation, he has thus identified a
link between those two problematic tendencies. Because of his theological conviction
that “the end is in the beginning” and therefore that any ethical appeal to a so-called
“natural law” must necessarily be interpreted through an eschatological lens,
Hauerwas provides considerable basis to reject the contemporary tendency of the
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church, ‘for apologetic reasons, to simply underwrite the broad assumption that
marriage is a natural and primary institution’.1196
Whatever one makes of the extent to which Hauerwas allows the beginning of the
story to be governed by the end,1197 it remains undoubtedly true that his broader
eschatological argument distinguishes his contribution on singleness from the
dominant contemporary Christian approach. However, it also distinguishes it from
the work of some of our previous interlocutors (most notably Augustine and John
Paul II) who both place significant contextual limitations on their eschatologically
informed accounts of singleness. Hauerwas’s appreciation for the dignity and value
of the single mode of Christian life is not restricted to how it is lived, the reasons for
which it is lived, nor the circumstances in which it is lived. Of course, this is not to say
that he holds an instrumental appreciation of singleness as being of no value
whatsoever. Indeed, he observes that part of the early church’s esteem of singleness
rested rightly upon the conclusion that ‘the mission of the church was such that
“between the times” the church required those who were capable of complete service
to the Kingdom’.1198 However, in identifying a distinct, inherent, and recognisable
value implicit to the unmarried form of Christian life itself, Hauerwas’s treatment of
the topic goes beyond merely an appreciation of the instrumental value of singleness:
There are many roles in the church, but roles of singleness and
marriage are particularly fundamental since they derive
immediately from what the community is about. Thus
“singleness” is not first justified because of the requirements of
certain tasks or functions, but because it is symbolically crucial
to the church’s understanding of itself as an eschatological
community.1199
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For Hauerwas, singleness for the Christian (whether chosen, circumstantial,
temporary, or life-long) is embedded with intrinsic eschatological value because it is a
form of life which is undertaken within, and makes a vital contribution to, the distinct
eschatological community of the church.
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PART THREE:
RETRIEVING SINGLENESS
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Chapter 7:
The end(s) of singleness
In our introduction we referenced Alasdair MacIntyre’s contention regarding the
nature and necessity of human action’s intelligibility in pursuit of the good. It was
suggested that such intelligibility is ultimately manifested within a subject’s broader
meaning-making social context, as that which renders the intelligible also
inhabitable. Hauerwas extrapolates on the implications of this:
[T]he intelligibility of an action depends on the narrative
continuities in an agent’s life. Yet the ability to narrate my life
depends on having narratives available that make my peculiar
life fit within narratives of a community that direct me toward an
end that is not of my own making [. . .] I am, at best, no more
than a co-author of my life.1200
In part one of this thesis it was demonstrated that the contemporary theological
narrative of singleness has not, in any significant sense, been authored by single
Christians themselves. Neither has its end been primarily one of their own making.
Of course, such a reality is not, in and of itself, inherently problematic. Indeed, a
central conviction of our methodology of retrieval has been that the task of theology
belongs not to any one individual, or demographic group, but to the corporate church
across time, space, and tradition. And yet, it is also undoubtedly true that the
‘contemporary condition of practices and the contemporary availability of narrative
forms’1201 pertaining to Christian singleness today has become so inadequately
characterized that, as it stands, the unmarried form of Christian life truly is all but
unintelligibly uninhabitable.
Such a conclusion was particularly evidenced in the detailed analysis of our second
chapter which explored the compromised and diminished character, value, and place
of belonging of unmarried Christians today. It was determined that two dominant
tendencies have been primarily responsible for such a theologically anemic construct
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of singleness within the contemporary Christian discourse. The first is that, when ‘it
comes to marriage, singleness, and sexuality, our imaginations are inexorably shaped
by the larger cultural context in which we live and move and have our being’.1202 The
community of faith has not only failed to recognise the extent to which its
foundational beliefs about both marriage and singleness have been formed by such
external cultural paradigms, but has also readily “baptized” some of these ‘paradigms
as an expression of “God’s perfect will” or as “the biblical model”’.1203 This failure of
theological and pastoral imagination has been both exemplified and exacerbated by
a second related tendency—the Christian discourse’s emphasis on a “natural order”
or creative-myopic theological approach to marriage and, by implication, singleness.
The consistent and near exclusive focus on the first two chapters of Genesis—both in
their own right and as the hermeneutical key for other related biblical texts—has
nurtured both a theology of marriage that primarily functions as an ‘affirmation of
the goodness of sexual life and endless progeneration on the authority of Genesis’1204
and a corresponding conclusion that ‘[s]ingleness is unnatural—it goes against our
very nature’.1205
As a result of these dual problematic tendencies, the contemporary theological and
pastoral discourse typically portrays the unmarried Christian life as either an
exceptional miracle to be embraced, a problem to be solved, an interim period to be
endured, or a tragedy to be lamented. That Christian singleness might conceivably
have validity and value outside of these specific constructs is an incoherent
proposition within the twenty-first-century church of the West. Yet such a
problematic predicament cannot be dismissed as a matter of mere theological
abstraction. The prevailing theological zeitgeist, which so idealises and idolises
marriage and family has not only resulted in the pastoral marginalisation of its single
members. It is also serving to make the married form of life increasingly uninhabitable
due to the enormous expectations that such a relationship is now expected to
shoulder. While this dilemma has concerning consequences for individual single and
married Christians alike, the unintelligibility and uninhabitability of both forms of life
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as they currently stand has an even more troubling implication. As we shall argue
here in our final chapter, the outworking of such a zeitgeist ultimately reveals that we
‘do not understand what the Household of God is’.1206
What will be required for the single (and, indeed, also the married) form of Christian
life to be truly reformed as faithfully intelligible and genuinely inhabitable is a nothing
less than a gestalt shift.1207 We have intuited that both the impetus and content of such
a shift may be located in a new, or rather a renewed focus ‘not on origins but on
destiny, on the telos of humanity in the biblical narrative—that is, to focus on
heavenly perfection’.1208 And yet, we also recognised that while ‘it is possible for the
Church to find out new things [. . .] we should not expect this finding to take place
in isolation from the “givens” of the Church’s life; principally Scripture, but also the
Church’s history and tradition’.1209 As such, we have endeavoured to identify the
sense in which an eschatologically oriented gestalt shift on singleness might be
retrieved from the church’s history, in order to both inform (an activity we refer to as
“recentring”) and critique (what we designate as “decentring”) the commitments and
concerns of the present. We are convinced that such an approach has the potential to
open up renewed or previously underappreciated opportunities for faithfulness
within the present eschatological moment.
However, we have also identified that such a task is not an entirely straightforward
one. The dynamic of continuity and discontinuity between the past and present (as
explicated in our third chapter) demands responsible negotiation. We thus selfconsciously rejected retrieval for the sake of either retrenchment (i.e., to buttress the
present theological imaginary) or repristination (i.e., to aspire to recapture a
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historically idealistic “golden age”) and have instead pursued a retrieval outcome of
ressourcement which
responsibly looks back and faithfully moves forward [. . . and]
negotiates the tensions of retrieval in ways that resonate with
the distinctives of one’s own tradition, both the implicit views
of history and the doctrinal and social elements that justify the
ongoing relevance of the Christian tradition.1210
So it is that we now proceed to the task of weaving together the various threads of
retrieval whose identified ends we have, thus far, only gently pulled and prodded. In
doing so, we do not aspire to produce a finished theological tapestry in all its
interwoven complexity, but rather to consider how these various threads of retrieval
might be utilised as the basic constitution of a renewed theology of singleness for the
contemporary church. At the risk of over-extending the metaphor, in this concluding
chapter we will consider how a thoughtful eschatological hermeneutic—an accurate
“telling of time” —might form the longitudinal warp which provides the structural
tension necessary for our tapestry; how various recentring and decentring ends of
singleness, repeatedly threaded under and over that foundational warp, act as the
preliminary weft that begins to provide integrity and shape to the whole; and finally,
to proffer some textural guidance for future contributors whose skills might be
applied to bring about a collaboratively completed theological tapestry in all its
intricate detail.

7.1 Telling time: creation, telos, and eschaton
The proposition that God is the sovereign creator who actively fashioned this world
and all who inhabit it is fundamental to the Christian faith. Such a theological
premise provides robust grounding for appeals to “nature” in the determination of
how we as creatures ought to conduct ourselves in right relationship with the rest of
creation and with its creator.1211 And yet, equally fundamental to the Christian faith
is the conviction that this creation has always had a teleological goal, a divinely
ordered fulfilment to which it is being inexorably drawn (e.g., Is 65:17; Rom 8:18–
21; Rev 21:1–4). Not only is Jesus Christ the centrepiece of creation’s telos, but his
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resurrection is the very ‘sign of creation’s destiny, the object of its enigmatic hope’.1212
Indeed, the resurrected Christ is the first-fruits of the new creation, the one in whom
we are able to perceive the ‘historic telos of the origin, that which creation is intended
for and that which it points and strives towards’.1213
The conviction that creation has always had a teleological destiny, accomplished—
if only initially, and not yet finally—in Christ’s resurrection from the dead, introduces
a tension of continuity and discontinuity into life in the here and now. Jesus’ birth,
ministry, death, and resurrection are divine actions of both innovation and
continuation. In the first instance, the Messiah has not simply disclosed something
more, that is something previously unperceived and hidden about what has always
existed. Rather, he has actually executed something new in what exists such that real
and novel change has even now been enacted within the trajectory of this creation.
And yet, this Christological disruption remains entirely related to and consistent with
what has always been. As Errington concludes, while it is ‘something profoundly
new, it is [. . . not new] in the sense of being wholly unrelated to what has come
before’.1214 Jesus’ creaturely birth affirms the goodness of God’s creation. Jesus’
creaturely death secures the redemption of God’s creation. Jesus’ new-creaturely
resurrection testifies to the transformation of God’s creation. The end is both different
to the beginning, and yet teleologically consistent with it.
Such a binary paradigm imbues ethical action in the present—the time that exists
between the inauguration of the new creation of Christ’s resurrection and its
completion following his Parousia—with some degree of ambiguity. It begs the
question of what right living means for those who are already new creations in Christ
(2 Cor 5:17), but whose ethical action continues to be enacted within the realm of
this current creation. This is precisely the point at which the creative and
eschatological tension exists, even amongst those who commonly assent to the
definitive significance of the resurrection for Christian moral action. While the
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limitations of this chapter prohibit a full exploration of this tension, a brief survey of
the contemporary terrain is nonetheless instructive for our broader purposes.
Perhaps the most celebrated contemporary theologian to assert the resurrection’s
teleological priority for Christian ethics is British Anglican priest, Oliver O’Donovan.
O’Donovan’s flagship account, Resurrection and Moral Order1215 precedes other titles in
his corpus1216 in declaring that Christ’s resurrection simultaneously vindicates the
current order as a good objective reality, whilst also proclaiming its transitory nature
and securing its teleological transformation. O’Donovan argues that the Christian
ethical exercise is characterised by both a recognition that human ‘life on earth is
important to God [. . .] it matters that it should conform to the order he has given
it,’1217 and ‘the good news that [in Christ] God has acted to bring all that he had made
to its fulfilment’.1218 The theological ethical task thus looks ‘both backwards and
forwards, to the origin and to the end of the created order. It respects the natural
structures of life in the world, while looking forward to their transformation’.1219 As
a consequence, O’Donovan contends that Christian moral action ought to resist the
temptation to absolutise either “creation” or “kingdom” as definitively compelling.
It will instead ‘sometimes emphasize the newness, sometimes the primitiveness of
the order that is there affirmed. But it will not be tempted to overthrow or deny either
in the name of the other’.1220
Despite his initial commendation of O’Donovan’s ethical primer as that which fills
‘the void in a manner so convincing that [it] may well be counted among the classics
of Christian theology in the future’,1221 we have already noted Stanley Hauerwas’s
(subsequent) lament over his contemporary’s unwillingness to speak more primarily
1215
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of eschatologically motivated ethical action. For his part, Hauerwas does not deny
that moral living is undertaken by creatures engaged in creaturely tasks. However, he
maintains that the only way in which said creatures are now able correctly to
determine right creaturely living is in light of the resurrection of Christ. This
insistence leads Hauerwas to reject any sort of ‘natural law that is not governed by
the eschatological witness of Christ’s resurrection’1222. The Christian, he contends, is
prompted to ethical virtue such as compassion, not because of ‘any appeals to the
integrity of creation [. . . but because] their lives have meaning only as they are called
to serve one another through the body and blood of Jesus’.1223 Errington discerns that
the ‘difference between Hauerwas and O’Donovan [. . . lies] in the way they each
account for the tension between creation, with its natural order, and redemption’.1224
Where O’Donovan is content to argue that moral order is authentically perceived
through the lens of Christ’s resurrection, Hauerwas maintains that moral order is
actually defined through it and never apart from it.
A third position is occupied by contemporary theological anthropologist David
Kelsey who argues that, alongside his acts of creation and reconciliation, God has
chosen to ‘relate to human beings to draw them to eschatological consummation as
the Spirit, sent by the Father, with the Son’.1225 He contends that the promise of
eschatological blessing, inaugurated in the resurrection of Christ prompts an ethical
response of ‘joyous hopefulness’1226 amongst those who are destined for it. Yet once
again the theological novelty in Kelsey’s argument is located in the precise way he
relates God’s eschatological and creative (and redemptive) activity. Rather than
positing one teleological order between creation and eschatology, constitutive of a
single plotted salvation history, Kelsey depicts God’s creative, consummative, and
also reconciliatory actions as three different and distinct divine plots. He illustrates
each way of relating as an extended chain of biochemical atoms, isolable in its own
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right and ‘animated by a discrete “logic”’,1227 but necessarily circling and spiraling
around the others in an open-ended fashion, forming a complexly beautiful triple
helix of “wholeness-in-diversity”.1228 In this sense, Kelsey views each “plot” as
equally significant and uniquely, though not autonomously independent within the
Trinitarian teleological will. This leads him to account “creation” and “kingdom” as
two quite distinct realms of divine action which, though equally motivational for
human ethical action, are not constitutive of one single eternal purpose. For ‘what
reason’, he asks ‘must a Trinitarian doctrine of God hold that in the economy (in the
broadest sense of that term) God can have only one overall goal?’1229
These three accounts are merely illustrative, rather than exhaustive of various
contemporary

attempts

to

navigate

the

binary

“creative/natural”

and

“eschatological/kingdom” impetus for Christian ethical action. What is important
for our purposes is not what constitutes their diversity but their uniformity. While each
of these protagonists argue for a distinctly nuanced relationship between the creative
and teleological ethical impulse, they are, nonetheless, conclusively united in their
recognition that teleologically oriented ethical action is vital in the here and now.
That is, each account affirms that
[t]he eschatological transformation of the world [in Christ] is
neither the mere repetition of the created world nor its
negation. It is its fulfilment, its telos or end. It is the historical
telos of the origin, that which creation is intended for, and that
which it points and strives towards.1230
Alongside many others, each of these theologians contend that in Christ’s
resurrection from the dead, something profoundly new and graciously teleological
‘has taken place that means that the ends to which our actions must be directed have
changed. Something new has been asked of us’.1231 At the heart of the Christian
ethical task, therefore, is the ability to tell time—specifically, the time in which the
directed ends of human actions have changed.
1227
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Crucial to the accurate telling of time are two theological concepts which are often
mistakenly employed as synonyms—telos and eschaton. While both speak to things of
the end, the sense in which they do so is different, for while the teleological end has
purposive content, the eschatological end has chronological content. In other words,
the eschaton is the time of the telos. Through Christ’s resurrection, the divine
teleological intention has been initiated such that Christ is the first fruits of the new
creation and we with him. And yet creation’s complete teleological transformation
will only be fully realised at his return. So it is that the eschaton—the time in which
the telos is enacted—has been inaugurated, but not yet consummated. The
eschatological future is, therefore, proleptically present even now, with ‘the power of
the future [. . .] capable of being present within and exercising a transforming
influence over the present’.1232 Living in the awkward eschatological time of the
“meanwhile”—what we have seen Augustine term the ‘temporum secreta
distintico’1233 (“mysterious difference of times”) —means that
[Christians] stand on a mountaintop, as it were, where
distances are foreshortened. From this vantage point they can
see the termination of history on earth and its goal. They can
discern what really matters, and they should conduct their
lives accordingly. 1234
An authentic ability to tell time—to appreciate that ‘this “[mean]while” is the time
Christ gives the Church to inhabit’1235—ought to rightly motivate the Christian to
embrace joyously their radical reorientation towards ‘unanticipated, unearned, and
unplanned possibilities’1236 in this current creation even as they await the fulfilment
of the next. Humanity’s quotidian realities, undertaken as they are within this
eschatological moment, have not been invalidated or overturned. Yet, they have been
relativised by the theological reality that those in Christ are already citizens of a new
creation whose full consummation is immanent. It is thus our contention that both
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the single and married forms of Christian life must, in some significant sense, have
‘the precise meaning they do have “now at this time” from the coming eschaton’.1237
Such an attestation offers both a sharp rebuke and a conciliatory challenge to
contemporary Christianity’s predominant hermeneutical tendency to limit
theological, ethical, and pastoral discussions of marriage—and by implication,
singleness—to the preliminary overture of God’s purposes unveiled in the Genesis
creation

accounts.

Admittedly,

there

are

certain

Christian

personalities,

denominations and movements (especially amongst evangelicals) who are eager to
emphasise the eschatological significance of earthly marriage as a foreshadowing of
the heavenly union between Christ and the church (cf. Eph 5:25–32; Rev 21:2).
However, such an approach tends to be characterised by a primary focus upon the
subsequent affirming theological implications for marriage (i.e., the vital importance
of earthly marriage as an eschatological foreshadowing), rather than upon an equally
significant implication that sits less comfortably within the contemporary discursive
context (i.e., the teleological relativisation of human marriage as indigenous to this
transitory creation alone). Thus, the contemporary church tends to be consistently
selective in terms of what it is willing to say concerning the eschatological
significance of marriage, while also demonstrating a general unwillingness to say
anything at all concerning the eschatological significance of singleness.

7.2 The “ends” of singleness
We have previously argued that the end of singleness is inexorably entwined with the
end of marriage, and specifically with the assertion that human marriage is
indigenous to this creation only. The primary biblical impetus for such an assertion
has been identified within Jesus’ declaration that, in the resurrection age, they neither
marry nor are given in marriage (Mt 22:23–33; Lk 20:27–40; Mk 12:18–27) and the
Apostle’s determination of marriage as being part of this world’s transitory present
form (1 Cor 7:29–31). Our historical, exegetical, and theological analysis has revealed
a broad consensus wherein these passages have been interpreted across the length
and breadth of the Christian tradition; the procreative union of humankind with one
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another in marriage will not constitute a part of the eschatologically perfected human
existence.
We therefore now turn to delineate the basic shape and content—those threads of
weft that are transversely interwoven under, above and around the eschatological
longitudinal warp—for the retrieval of a thick theology of singleness within Christian
life and community. In doing so we will seek to integrate and further develop a range
of the diverse ends of singleness that we have already identified as ripe for retrieval.
We embark on such a task by first, exploring these ends’ theological recentring (or
reinforming) potentiality—that is, how they identify what could, and arguably, should
be. Secondly, and subsequently, we will determine the ends’ decentring (or
critiquing) functionality—that is, how they identify what is, but arguably should not
be.
7.2.1 The affirmative recentring ends of singleness
7.2.1.1 Singleness’ end in recentring Christian life on the eschatological threshold
We have seen that a primary motif permeating the first fifteen hundred years of the
church’s exegetical and theological tradition was the biblical correlation between
singleness of this age and the angelic-like age to come. Jesus’ statement to this effect,
recorded in Matthew 22:30, Luke 20:35, and Mark 12:25, spawned a copious amount
of ancient commentary amongst early theologians such as Cyprian,1238 Ambrose,1239
and Augustine.1240 The pervasive significance of these verses was further realised in
the early ascetic traditions of the east whose practitioners were said to ‘do on earth
what the angels did in heaven’.1241 This correspondence between earthly virginity and
the vita angelica underwent further development and emphasis throughout the Middle
Ages. For instance, Bernard of Clairvaux urged his virginal readers to consider ‘why
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should you not be, even today, what all the elect will be some day after the
resurrection, like to the angels of heaven, since like them you are unmarried?’.1242
Similarly, in Ælfric’s hagiographical narratives of the married-virgin saints, the
numerous appearance of angelic messengers to his protagonists, was intended to
communicate their anticipatory participation in the angelic life of celibate celestial
glory. In reflecting on both patristic and medieval literature, Millett helpfully
synopsises that
[a]lthough Christians on earth were exiles from the heavenly
Jerusalem, it was argued that they could anticipate their future
state by emulating the life of their fellow-citizens, the angels
[. . . who] were free from earthly passions, and spent their time
in the uninterrupted contemplation of God; it was the object
of the ascetic to imitate them as far as was humanly
possible.1243
In emphasising the connection between the unmarried Christian life and that of the
heavenly angels, historical commentators did not generally argue that earthly virgins
had literally become, or were in the process of becoming actual angels on earth. Nor
did they usually postulate that human beings would actually be transformed into
angelic beings following the resurrection. Rather, their emphasis tended to focus
upon the perceived correlation between one aspect of the immortal angelic nature
and the earthly life of the virginal believer—the fact that both were unmarried and
sexually celibate. Calvin extrapolates upon the theological foundation of such a
correlation:
[Jesus] does not mean that at the resurrection the children of
God will be in all respects like the angels, but only so far as
they shall be free from every weakness of this present life, no
longer liable to the necessities of an existence of infirmity and
corruption [. . .] they can no longer die and so will have no
more need to increase their race, as on earth.1244
The repeated historical emphasis of this motif spoke to the sense in which the earthly
virginal state most closely resembles, and even proleptically participates in the
immortal character of both angelic and human life within the eternal realm. As Smith
concludes, the ‘[v]ita angelica grants the corruptible human body a taste of freedom
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from the fear of decay to which all are subject. The virginal body exemplifies this
resurrection freedom’.1245 For the ancient church, this premise was inextricably
related to dominant postlapsarian theological convictions characterising the early
centuries. From Origen: ‘Adam had a body in Paradise; but in Paradise he did not
“know” Eve’;1246 to Jerome: ‘from the very earliest days of humanity virginity was
consecrated by Paradise, and marriage by earth’;1247 and with other Fathers inbetween, the prevailing pre-Augustinian view of marriage and sex held that both were
post-paradisal divine concessions bestowed by the gracious divinity upon a rebellious
humankind. These early fathers elevated and celebrated the unmarried and sexually
chaste life as a teleological exemplar of the restoration of the Edenic ideal. Unmarried
celibacy was a symbol of ‘a lost primal wholeness, a haunting image of eternity
experienced in mortal life’.1248 The significance of such a view continued virtually
unabated until the fifth century, when Augustine’s prelapsarian perspective on
marriage and sex came to the fore.
To modern theological sensibilities—firmly grounded as they are in converse
Augustinian prelapsarian convictions—the concept that virginity might have been
God’s original creative intention for humankind seems at best bizarre and, at worse,
alarming. Indeed, within a contemporary theological milieu that typically espouses
that ‘[s]ingleness is unnatural—it goes against our very nature’,1249 the ancient
elevation of virginity as that which foreshadows, and even proleptically participates
in an eschatological return to paradisal purity seems somewhat nonsensical. It is thus
tempting for twenty-first-century Christians readily to dismiss these ancient
theologians’ heightened commendation of the unmarried Christian life as merely the
result of naive theological error. Yet to do so would surely be to miss if not the, then
certainly a point. The contemporary relevance of the early church’s theological
appreciation for virginity (as a chronologically apt theological cognate of singleness)
is not to be found in a reinstitution of ancient postlapsarian propositions, but in a
rediscovery of ancient eschatological convictions. That is, regardless of the actual content
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of the early Father’s theological connection between humanity’s (virginal)
teleological goal and their original prelapsarian condition in Eden, their
significance—at least for our purposes—lies in the fact that they considered
humanity’s teleological destiny to be of vital doctrinal and ethical import. As Holmes
argues, the ‘preoccupation of the early church with the ethical status of marriage was
just right [. . .] it was the result of the sure hope of the resurrection of the dead. The
church of the martyrs believed in the resurrection, and so struggled with marriage’.1250
The contemporary church is invited to join their earlier forebears in esteeming single
and celibate Christians of this “meanwhile” as those who potentially exemplify a
heightened existential instantiation of some aspects of the life to come. Of course,
any attempt to do so must resist the temptation to promote an over-realised
eschatology. That is, Ambrose’s contention that ‘the resurrection [. . .] which is
promised to us is already present with you [virgins]’1251 is rightly met with the
rejoinder that what is proleptically possessed is only provisionally, and not yet
perfectly so. The ‘final answer to the question of the real and the true must wait for
that eschatological moment when, as the apostle suggests, we shall know fully as we
in turn are fully known’.1252 Herein lies the eschatological paradox which insists on
the very real capability of ‘the power of the future [to be . . .] present within and
exercising a transforming influence over the present’,1253 while also insisting that such
a future still remains to be ultimately realised.
How then might the tradition’s consistent witness to the theological correlation
between the earthly virgin and the eternal angel be helpfully retrieved for a
contemporary theology of singleness? On this question, medieval scholars Liesl Ruth
Smith and Alison Gulley offer some promising and, given the specificity of their
work’s medieval focus, perhaps surprisingly relevant insights. In her doctoral thesis
on Ælfric’s passiones of the married-virgin saints, Smith concludes that the medieval
hagiographer’s presentation of virginity is awash with sacramental significance. In so
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arguing, she does not contend that Ælfric presents virginity as a sacrament, but rather
as having sacramental value. ‘[L]ike bread and wine’, she writes, virginity ‘can, within
the proper context, signify something beyond the merely physical’.1254 A key aspect
of Smith’s argument on this count is the sense in which she understands the
connection between angelic celibacy and the virginity of Ælfric’s medieval virginal
couples to be sacramentally significant:
The virgin alone may live the vita angelica on earth, but she/he
foretells the future of all Christians in heaven. The virgin’s
sacrificial life, her function as a visual sign of that life, and her
representation of the body of Christ hold signification for all
Christians.1255
By foreshadowing and, in an admittedly limited sense, actively participating in the
teleological future of resurrected humanity—characterised by the absence of
marriage between individuals—single Christians of this age are able to make visible
the teleological future that awaits all of God’s people in the age to come. Acting as
contemporary manifestations of the faithful virgin of church history, unmarried
Christians are thus called to occupy a role of sacramental proportion within the
contemporary church. They are those able uniquely (though, not exclusively) to ‘shed
light on God’s ultimate plan right from the beginning [. . . and] proclaim to the world
that “the kingdom of God is here”’.1256 For their part, married members of the
contemporary church are consequently called to honour the unique, sacramentally
dignified gift that those unmarried brothers and sisters are to the community of faith.
Indeed, it is vital that the community of God’s people, in all times and in all places,
recognise and esteem exemplars of faithful Christian singleness as undertaken by
individuals who live sacramentally ‘as a sign of things eternal and of the saint’s otherworldliness’.1257 The church is called to do this not just for the pastoral well-being of
the individual single Christian, but in order that it may truly remember and recognise
its own eschatological identity and destiny and so also its witness to the world of
God’s purposes in Christ for the world.
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Building further on this notion is Gulley who, in her aptly titled work, ‘Knockin’ on
Heaven’s Door’, concludes that Ælfric’s married-virgin saints’ sacramental
significance means they are depicted as uniquely ‘liminal personae transitioning to the
heavenly life’. 1258 We have previously seen how, in drawing upon the work of secular
anthropologist Victor Turner, Gulley designates these seemingly odd medieval
individuals as “threshold people” who are ‘neither here or there; they are betwixt and
between’.1259 While her discussion of virginity’s liminality is made with specific
reference to Ælfric’s hagiographical protagonists, her positioning of the virgin
spouses as those who straddle this age and the next allows for a historico-theological
continuity between them and their twenty-first-century, unmarried counterparts.
Like the medieval married-virgins, contemporary single Christians are those who, in
holding loosely to the institutions and blessings of this creation, already stand on the
threshold of the next. Such a sentiment is reinforced by Moltmann’s eschatological
ethical imperative:
To live in anticipation [of God’s future] means letting one’s
own present be determined by the expected future of God’s
kingdom [. . .] the anticipation of the kingdom of God is not
yet the kingdom itself, but it is a life which is determined by
that hope.1260
Through the pursuit of faithful celibacy in the absence of marriage, whether as a
lifelong endeavour or as part of a specific season, the single Christian is equipped to
allow their present life distinctively to be determined by, and reflective of human life
in eternity. In a limited but nonetheless very real sense, they already and uniquely
participate in the eschatological kingdom in which sexually celibate human persons
will not be married to each other. In so doing they do indeed inhabit ‘the liminal
space between earth and heaven, this life and the next’.1261
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Of course, a similar argument is rightly mounted with respect to married Christians,
for the covenanted relationship of marriage is also sacramentally purposed as an
anticipation of the eternal marital union between Christ and his church.1262 And yet,
while both the married and the single form of Christian life are each imbued with
liminal significance—insofar as they each proleptically, though imperfectly, signify
something significant about humanity’s eternal telos—there exists an important
distinction between them on this count.
Because of its consistency with the eschatological heavenly marriage, earthly
marriage acts as an important foreshadowing of eternity in the here and now. As with
all shadows, its nature is to express continuity through the casting of what
nonetheless remains a somewhat ambiguous impression. In this sense the earthly
institution of marriage vitally informs a thoughtful Christian anticipation of the
heavenly marital union between Christ and the church, while simultaneously
acknowledging that it is unable to depict that union in all its precise detail and
experiential fullness. This is because, while human marriage is consistent with the
heavenly marriage, the latter is not simply to be understood as a perfected
continuation of the former. Indeed, one particularly significant element of
discontinuity between marriage in the two aeons is grounded in the divergent identity
and experiential perspective of the spouses on view. While the earthly union is
intended to be experienced individually by one person, who enters into an exclusive
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covenanted relationship with another person, the heavenly union is intended to be
experienced corporately by the church community—that is, by ‘a great multitude that
no one could number’ (Rev. 7:9) who together enter into an exclusive covenanted
relationship with Christ. Unlike the bride of earth, the bride of Christ will undertake
marriage as a distinctively and existentially corporate reality. So it is that those who
are husbands and wives on earth cannot be said to, here and now, proleptically
participate in the ultimate reality which is yet to come. Instead, theirs’ is the privilege
to participate in the silhouette which foreshadows it and which shall eventually by
scattered and dispersed as the ultimate reality to which it bears witness, the
eschatologically consummated marriage between Christ and his church, dawns
bright.
The unmarried form of life, however, is not a fleeting foreshadow of eternity but, in
one specific sense, an actual foretaste of humanity’s eternal telos. Because singles are
even now brother or sister (and not husband or wife) to all others within the church,
their form of life is a proleptic participation in the intra-human relational bonds of
siblinghood that will actually be continued into eternity. To phrase it alternatively,
as those who are not exclusively covenanted to another individual in marriage, single
Christians even now experience the first-fruit life of the teleological communion
personarum.
Having established this, it is nonetheless fair to say that there is an important sense
in which married Christians of earth also participate in the teleological communion
personarum. In Christ they, like all baptised believers, have become brothers or sisters
to one another. However, the privilege of their union—which imbues one of their
human relationships with a necessary exclusivity—precludes them from currently
appreciating the fullest available sense of the egalitarian nature of siblinghood as
experienced by their single counterparts. It is also, of course, important to note that
the single Christian’s unique proleptic participation in the communion personarum is
destined to remain an imperfect participation within the awkward eschatological
time of the “meanwhile”. Because their experience of, and testimony to the
teleological bonds of siblinghood within this creation remains both tragically marred
by sin and frustratingly limited in its potential, it is thus vital that their liminal and
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sacramental significance not be over-realised. And yet, despite this qualification it
remains nonetheless true that where marriage’s sacramental liminality is both
imperfectly continuous and discontinuous, we might say that singleness’ sacramental
liminality is simply, though imperfectly continuous.
In summary, the husband and wife of earth understands what it is to be an imperfect
participant in a marriage, but not (yet) in the perfect marriage of eternity. However,
the single person of earth, understands what it is to be an imperfect participant in the
Body of Christ only as siblings—without any exclusive bonds to one other—and so
even now their participation is a unique (though still imperfect) first-fruit of that
community as it will exist in heavenly perfection. Ironically, it is the unmarried form
of life which most closely resembles the intra-personal character of the heavenly bride!
Given this, celibately characterised singleness which is faithfully undertaken in
dependence on God within the intimate context of Christian community, is not
merely said to be consistent with humanity’s individual teleological destiny. Rather,
in one specific sense, it is that meaning,1263 even as it remains imperfectly so within
this creation. So it is that all single Christians truly are threshold people and their
form of life is, in this way, more immediately transparent to eternity.
This conclusion provides an important rejoinder to both Augustine and JPII’s
contention of vowed celibacy’s theological privilege, for it insists that singleness’
intrinsic sacramentality is not ultimately predicated on the integrity of the
individual’s will, nor the formality of their vow-making. Whether their singleness is
undertaken willingly or unwillingly, by choice or circumstance, be it seasonal or
lifelong, each and every unmarried Christian’s form of life is embedded with the
essential honour of bearing witness to a vitally important aspect of God’s teleological
and relational purposes for humanity as they have been, and will be, accomplished
in Christ.
Yet the conclusion of singleness’ liminality and sacramentality also issues two
important challenges for those within the contemporary church. The first of these is
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directed towards the single Christian themselves. While the unmarried, celibate
Christian life does, in its very formulation, bear a sacramental resemblance to the
eschatological life of the angels, it is not by the same formulation inevitably liminal.
That is, the rich potentiality for singles to demonstrably live as those who inhabit the
threshold of eternity is just that, a potentiality which must be embraced and enacted.
It remains entirely possible for the unmarried Christian life to be undertaken by
someone with little, if any, commitment to proactively reflect the future kingdom of
God in their individual experience and expression. Such an inadequate manifestation
of Christian singleness not only risks obscuring the efficacy of its sacramental dignity,
but ultimately rejects its uniquely personal and publicly liminal character.
Consequently, a ressourcement oriented implication arising from this aspect of
singleness’ end is located in the challenge for single Christians to proactively
appreciate, and even exploit, their unique situation on the eschatological threshold.
Doing so not only reflects an intentional and enthusiastic embracing of their
sacramental privilege in Christ, but also announces a corresponding rejection of the
secular ends of singleness which are normally oriented towards the hedonistic
freedom of the individual.
While such a desired expression of the single form of life may initially appear to
resemble the utilitarian legitimation of singleness of which we have been so critical,
careful consideration discloses a foundational distinction between the two. Our
exhortation of the single believer, that they might enthusiastically embrace and
express their eschatological privilege by way of demonstrable action, is made in
response to the underlying sacramental and liminal theological end that we have
argued is fundamental to this form of Christian life. For its part, however, the
instrumentally derived and justified theology of singleness within the contemporary
discourse is little more than a theology formulated by lacuna: that is, in the absence
of any substantial and sustained theological rationalisation of that same form of life.
Finally, the liminal positioning of Christian singleness in this eschatological
“meanwhile” also issues a challenge to a contemporary church which is tempted to
exhibit a settled contentment with its present situation. As one who stands on the
eschatological threshold, the single Christian is established within the community of
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God’s people as someone who stimulates an ‘alternative [way] of being in the world
in the present, living towards the future’.1264 As a consequence, their sacramentally
charged liminality is privileged to function as both a model and an encouragement
to disciples who, prior to the Parousia, ‘live their earthly lives as proper preparation
for the next, eternal world’.1265 We thus now turn to consider a number of specific
ways in which singleness’ end is oriented to precisely this purpose.
7.2.1.2 Singleness’ end in recentring the church’s “teleosocial” constitution and character
Our earlier historical and theological analysis concluded that the notion of singleness
as an “abnormal” Christian life form is not unique to our time. Indeed, we have seen
that despite the historical tradition’s higher view of virginity, many of the church’s
theological ancestors nonetheless maintained that the unmarried Christian life was
indeed atypical in character and relation. However, while both the historical and
contemporary church share a perception on singleness’ peculiarity, they part ways in
their response to that shared perception.
Contemporary author Debbie Maken argues that because ‘[s]ingleness is unnatural—
it goes against our very nature’1266 Scripture ‘excuses singleness only for limited
reasons’1267 and that ‘being single without meeting the necessary criteria [. . .] is just
as unbiblical as sexual activity outside of marriage’.1268 Our second chapter
established that such a view is not an isolated one within the contemporary Christian
discourse. Todays’ church—and particularly, today’s evangelical church—typically
considers the unmarried Christian life to be an unwelcome ‘new and widespread
epidemic’1269 which undermines the prioritisation of marriage and family as an, or
perhaps even the, ultimate expression of Christian obedience and maturity. Yet we
have seen that the historic church did not share this outlook. In fact, throughout its
first fifteen hundred years, the Christian church actively appreciated, and indeed
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celebrated singleness precisely because of its abnormality. Such an atypical life was
considered to be a visible manifestation of the unique character of the Christian faith
and community:
The division between worlds in which every Christian was
caught [became] visibly manifested in the figure of the virgin
who repudiates all social and sexual demands made upon
him/her. By standing apart from such ties and obligations, the
virgin embodied a paradigmatic shift fundamental to
Christianity.1270
Prior to the Reformation, the unmarried Christian’s existence in the midst of the
community of faith was a bold testimony to the fact that, in Christ ‘eschatologically
transformed personal bodies have no specifically close and ever-deepening
relationships with particular others whose claims take precedence over the claims of
all other relations’.1271 That is, virgins were a personification of the new covenantal
bonds which depicted ‘a different image of the grounds of cohesion of society’1272—
that being both the secular, pagan society around them, and also the Old Testamental
society of their forebears. Indeed, the sexually chaste single Christian was lauded as
a visible reminder of what Brown refers to as Christianity’s crucial “asociality”—as
that which ‘did not belong to society as naturally defined’.1273
Such a theological commitment certainly lay behind many of the church’s historic
monastic movements that typically sought not only to reject fixed notions of societal
order, but to prioritise alternative communities whose relations were defined not by
the marital union and shared bloodlines, but by union in Christ and shared spiritual
fellowship. The medieval practice of chaste or spiritual marriages is another example
of such a commitment. Through their marital chastity, such husbands and wives
intentionally sought to diminish the significance of the very institution which defined
their relationship. In fact, the most strident examples of this practice (where the union
was never consummated and perpetuation of the family line was not a consideration)
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functioned as uniquely compelling testimonies of the peculiar constitution of the
Christian community.
This historical positioning of singleness’ constructive abnormality has not simply
been left diminished within the contemporary church: it is typically considered to be
the precise reason why the “epidemic” of Christian singleness is considered so
problematic. That is, as the contemporary church denigrates singleness it rejects a
form of life
in which expression is given to the hope that the good of
community will be realised in a radical, non-particularity
which transcends the possibilities of purely human
community. [. . . This is] present not just in a sign, but in the
reality of a community, the Church, which reaches beyond the
ties of marriage and kinship by which human communities are
constituted.1274
Here lies one specific sense in which the sacramental and liminal potential of
Christian singleness is of vital recentring significance within the contemporary
church. The very presence of singles in its midst functions as a timely reminder of its
own eschatological constitution. God’s people are no longer an exclusive society
defined by pedigree, bound by blood, and oriented towards life in this age. Instead,
the church of this “meanwhile” has already, though not yet ultimately been
transformed into whom it will be in the “forever”—an expansive community defined
by union in Christ, bound together by the indwelling Spirit and oriented towards life
in the age to come. As such, the full inclusion and integration of unmarried members
within the Body of Christ is integral to the church’s own self-understanding of exactly
who it is and where it is bound.
Although Brown uses the language of “asociality” to describe the church’s redefined
eschatological constitution, we find such a designation problematic for both
terminological and theological reasons. With regards to the first, the Oxford English
Dictionary defines the term “asocial” as ‘[n]ot social; antagonistic to society or social
order’.1275 By employing this term to describe the church’s constitutional character, it
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is likely that Brown will be heard to insinuate that the early believing community
rejected social bonds altogether. Of course, such an insinuation is clearly inaccurate,
and in fact contrary to his own analysis of the early church’s social commitments. In
this sense, Brown’s use of “asocial” only serves to inadvertently undermine his own
important conclusion. However, his characterization of the church’s bonds as
“asocial” is also problematised by a theological incongruence. Brown specifically
chooses the adjective of “asocial” to exemplify the early church’s understanding of
its own transformed collective identity as ‘not belong[ing] to society as naturally
defined’.1276 In one sense, such a description accurately perceives the “abnormality”
of the eschatologically reimagined composition of the church. However, in doing so
it sets this abnormality up as something that is innately “unnatural”, that is as
something which stands contrary to God’s good creative intention for humanity.
It is our contention that the eschatologically redefined church’s constitution,
achieved in and through the person of Christ, ought not be understood as that which
stands contrary to nature, but as that which transcends it. That is, the theologically
transformed social ties epitomized within the Christian church do not reject the social
order of this creation but, as they find their enhancing content, significance, and
impulse from the teleological social order of the new creation, they exceedingly
encapsulate it. So it is that rather than speaking with Brown of the church’s uniquely
“asocial” constitution, we prefer to coin an alternative descriptor—that of the
church’s remarkably “teleosocial” constitution. Such a designation seeks to both
affirm the ongoing relevance of social bonds within the believing community (i.e.,
the church is not antisocial), while also speaking to those bonds’ innovative
transformation as ties that are, teleologically speaking, even more authentically social
than those of the natural world.
Because, ultimate sociality within the eschaton is not framed by shared biology but
by shared union in Christ, so it is that a crucial aspect of singleness’ corporate end is
located in the unmarried disciple’s “teleosociality”—that is, in the sense in which
their existence and presence urges the church to remember that it is ultimately ‘not
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of this world, and at its heart, proclaims a reality at variance with the world’.1277
Furthermore, different seasons and forms of singleness are able to act as unique,
vibrant, and nuanced exemplifications of the church’s “teleosocial” constitution. For
instance, those who have embraced lifelong singleness are able to model an
unwavering confidence in the indubitable relational abundance to be found within
the eschatologically constituted people of God. Alternatively, those who are single
by circumstance are uniquely positioned to demonstrate that while they may remain,
open to marriage, and perhaps even yearningly so, they recognise that relational hope
which grounds them as authentic members of the believing community is by no
means wistful or uncertain, but rather sure and steadfast. Finally, those who are
single again are able to exemplify that while the bonds of marriage and physical
family are inevitably transitory, the church’s inherently “teleosocial” bonds—
immune as they are to the curse of death and tragedy of divorce—are eternally secure
in Christ.
Were the contemporary church to forgo its lament over singleness’ unique atypicality
and instead embrace an eschatologically oriented celebration of the same, the
unmarried Christian person’s theologically derived sense of their character, value,
and place of belonging would undoubtedly be enriched. And yet, the benefit of this
end of singleness would not be directed towards the single Christian alone. A
retrieved and theologically thick esteem of singleness’ “teleosociality” is also crucial
for the contemporary church’s enriched sense of its own character, value, and place
of belonging. In failing to esteem this eschatological privilege of its single members—
or worse still, by designating their unmarried state as inherently problematic and
threatening—today’s church is ultimately only serving to undermine its own unique
identity as a community whose collective life is constituted by the eschatological
kingdom of God rather than by family bloodlines. Thus, it is imperative that the
church embrace anew a ressourcement oriented retrieval of singleness’ “teleosocial”
end for its own sake.
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7.2.1.3 Singleness’ end in recentring eschatologically reordered procreation and
parenthood
Another end of singleness identified as a result of our exercise of theological retrieval
arises correlatively. We have seen that the church of the first fifteen hundred years
exhibited a particular (though not always consistent) appreciation of the fact that the
resurrection of Christ relativised the primacy of marriage in the current overlap of the
ages. However, earthly marriage’s diminished priority was not seen as merely
contingent upon singleness’ proleptic exemplification of the teleological life of the
new creation. Rather, its relativisation in this age was also made with respect to one
of the fundamental purposes of earthly marriage—the begetting and rearing of
children.
The discursive analysis of our earlier chapters indicated that the contemporary ideal
of begetting children as an aspirational, normative, and even imperative Christian
endeavour is intricately connected with the perceived continuity and ongoing
urgency of the creation mandate of Genesis 1:28. However, the retrieval analysis of
our more recent chapters has suggested that such a myopic focus on the beginning of
God’s story ultimately fails to appreciate the vital significance of the same story’s end
and, in this specific instance, its “teleosocially” oriented ends.
The generally held theological position that holds that God intended for humanity to
multiply and fill the earth even before the fall also perceives that the entrance of sin
and death made the begetting of children a matter of heightened urgency for a fallen
humanity whose existence was tied to this earthly plane. As Holmes writes, ‘East of
Eden we marry to have children, and we have children because we know we will
die’.1278 Not only did the individual seek to “survive” beyond death through the
establishment of their dynastic line but just as significantly, God’s covenantal
promises were also reliant on procreative. That is, the Abrahamic covenant was
dependent upon the proliferation of the patriarch’s biological descendants who were
to constitute God’s own nation, while the Christological new covenant was
dependent upon Mary’s immaculate conception and the physical birth of the
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incarnate Christ. So it was that Augustine asserted that ‘in the earliest ages of the
human race [. . .] holy persons had to make use of that benefit of marriage that is not
desirable for its own sake but necessary on account of something else’1279—that is, the
conception and bearing of children and ultimately, the conception and bearing of the
Christ child.
Although for these reasons, physical procreation was foundational in life east of
Eden, in life east of the resurrection the character of procreation’s urgency has
changed. God’s new covenantal relationship with his people is no longer contingent
upon the biological family into which an individual is physically born. Rather, it is
experienced through spiritual rebirth into the eschatological ecclesial family. From
the writings of early church Fathers such as Augustine and Chrysostom, to the
hagiographical contributions of medieval authors such as Ælfric, to contemporary
theological voices of those such as Hauerwas,1280 our exercise of theological retrieval
has repeatedly identified a reordering and reconfiguring of the motif of procreation
within this “meanwhile”. Such eschatologically oriented, informed, and motivated
procreation is, according to Aldhelm, ‘of regenerative grace brought forth from the
fecund womb of ecclesiastical conception through the seed of the spiritual Word’.1281
That the church ‘gives spiritual birth when she brings new members into the faith by
means of baptism and belief’1282 has obvious and significant implications for the
church of the “temporum secreta distintico”. Of course, while a healthy
eschatological orientation necessitates the re-ordering of physical procreation’s
priority and purposes, it does not diminish childbirth as an ongoing creative good.
Nor does it demand that any married Christian refrain from having children. In fact
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Grenz argues for the ongoing vitality of marriage and the biological family within the
teleological purposes of God:
[It] is no longer to be understood in terms of bringing the
community of God into the world, as in the Old Testament
era. Rather, it is now viewed from within the context of that
community [. . .as] an expression of the expansive nature and
outreach mandate of the church, and it functions quite
naturally as a vehicle of that mission’.1283
And yet, an emphasis on the ongoing importance and relevance of biological
reproduction for the Christian ought not overwhelm the clarity of disciple making as
the fertile arena towards which the eschatologically oriented church is primarily and
“procreatively” directed. Put more simply, for the Christian the bearing of biological
children ought not be considered an ultimate good or end in itself. Likewise,
Christian parenting ought undertake to do far more than seeking to rear a child who
is safe, healthy, and well-prepared for responsible earthly adulthood. Augustine
articulated just this when he observed that those who give birth physically ‘hasten to
have their children made members of Christ by being bathed in the sacraments’,1284
and ‘cooperate in this holy child-bearing in order for them to become what they know
they could not have been by physical birth’1285—that is, disciples of Christ.
Because the office of parent within the new covenantal believing community is
ultimately directed towards the rebirth of converts and the rearing of disciples,
biology is no longer regarded to be that which defines, determines, or restricts the
role of parenthood for the Christian of this “meanwhile”:
[I]t is exactly because Christians broke with the prevailing
idea of procreation as a natural and moral necessity, that their
own commitments to children become so important. They
learned children were not theirs but God’s. Therefore, not even
biology could determine ownership, as children were not
theirs to own [. . . Therefore] we must be guided by a moral
portrayal of parenting that cannot be biologically derived.1286
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As that which goes to the very heart of the church’s mission and identity, parenthood
is thus a privilege to which all Christians—regardless of marital status and biological
relationship—are expected enthusiastically to aspire. While Christians who never
marry typically forfeit the possibility of having physical heirs within the biological
family of the home, they do not forfeit the possibility of having spiritual heirs within
the eschatological family of the church. In fact, a faithfully retrieved theology of
singleness will necessarily exhort unmarried Christians to reject secular notions of
the unencumbered single life so that they may instead sacrificially commit themselves
to exercising parentally inclined spiritual influence over the biological offspring of
their married Christian siblings (and, in fact, over any spiritually “younger”
Christian, including other adults). In doing so, they challenge their married
counterparts to capture the eschatological vision that extends their own parental
responsibilities beyond those who merely have shared blood coursing through their
veins.
Because the gospel has transformed the parental office from being exclusive in nature
to egalitarian in application, the unmarried Christian adult—of any age, stage, or
season—might be considered uniquely positioned to respond to this particular end.
Not only does their crucial “teleosociality” exceptionally equip the single Christian
to exemplify the unique character of the “meanwhile”—in which even the most
“natural” of offices, that of parent, is now also occupied by those whose situation
transcends the natural—but they also possess a distinctive practical freedom (or, in
the language of 1 Cor 7:35, an “undivided devotion”) to spiritually parent many
“children” of diverse ages, stages, and family situations, from infancy to maturity in
Christ.
So it is that the role of spiritual parenthood is not ‘merely a trivial consolation for
those unable to have “real” children. Rather, it is the true joy experienced by the
church fulfilling its gospel mandate’.
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in the divine teleological promises of spiritual rebirth and disciple-rearing. It is for
this reason that the barren woman of Isaiah 54 will turn her lament into song. In
God’s teleological purposes it will be her offspring who will ‘spread abroad to the
right and to the left, and [who] will possess the nations and will people the desolate
cities’ (Is 54:3).
7.2.1.4 Singleness’ end in recentring an expansive theology of sexuality
The Christian discourse’s undiscerning adoption of the doxic ideology that asserts
‘[s]exual attraction and love are determinants of human happiness and should be
consummated where sincerely felt’1288 has led to what Hauerwas refers to be the
“mess” that is contemporary Christian sexual ethics.1289 Our earlier analysis (and
particularly that of our second chapter) has revealed that human sexuality—that
which ought to be rightly appreciated as the complex theological construct it is—has
today been primarily reduced to that which is oriented towards individual physical
satiation as a necessary aspect of personal existential fulfillment. As a consequence,
the church is no longer readily equipped with the language, rationale, theology and
exegesis to make sense of sexual nature outside of the act of sexual intercourse itself.
Such a conclusion is well demonstrated by the prevailing Christian view of celibacy
as cruel, unrealistic, oppressive, and even ‘the last sexual perversion’.1290 Within this
zeitgeist, a thoroughly affirmative understanding of the unmarried Christian’s
sexuality is at least contested, and at worst considered absurd.
However, our exercise of retrieval has suggested a number of ways in which the single
Christian’s eschatologically oriented sexual nature might rightly inform a more
biblically authentic, expansive, and sustaining theology of sexuality within Christian
doctrine and community. Indeed, singleness’ recentring potential for a more
complex, hopeful, and faithful theology of sexuality is so fecund that an entirely
separate thesis might be undertaken in exploration of such an end. Here, however,
we are limited to offering only a modest rehearsal of such potentiality.
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In the first instance, the eschatological liminality of Christian singleness could be said
to privilege its participants with a unique opportunity to testify to the distinctive
freedom that belongs to the Christian disciple of this “meanwhile”. At its most
rudimentary level, the unmarried Christian’s expression of sexual self-control is at
least theoretically positioned to reject the lacklustre contemporary approach which
asserts that marriage ‘is such an important part of honoring God as sexual beings
[. . .] I don’t know how people can make it morally without getting married’.1291
However, while there are kernels of significance to be located within the argument
that single Christians are uniquely freed to model the spiritual fruit of self-control,
such a conclusion is arguably reductionistic, and—especially when proffered by the
married author, leader, or preacher—usually perceived as an exercise in
condescension. There is, therefore, reason to be appreciative of our key dialogue
partners, a number of whom offer us valuable insights for a more nuanced and
expansive retrieval of singleness’ sexual end.
We have seen how Augustine considered Christian virginity to be a remarkable arena
in which the realignment of human will and desire might, by God’s grace, be
uniquely experienced and exemplified through righteous unmarried living. Similarly,
JPII’s construction of virginity is deeply embedded with the teleological significance
of the nuptial meaning of the resurrected body, in which embodied personal
humanisation and perfected spiritualisation is to be ultimately restored. Both of these
thinkers considered the celibate, unmarried disciple as being uniquely privileged not
merely to testify to the sanctifying attainability of sexual self-control but, more
significantly, to epitomise proleptically the teleological hope of personal sexual
reintegration, restoration, and renewal in Christ. Here is a potential thread of retrieval
to be grasped and extrapolated, for here these theologians postulate a unique sexual
liberty as being potentially indigenous to the unmarried form of Christian life. Such
a motif contradicts both the contemporary secular discourse which asserts that sex is
a physiological human “need” and the theological consciousness that has prevailed
since the time of the Reformation which asserts that sexual desire is a unique
temptation whose resistance necessitates a special gifting of the Holy Spirit. The
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eschatologically proleptic possibility of Spirit-enabled sexual self-control and
reintegration thus becomes a compelling possibility—and in fact an imperative—for
all Christians, whether they express it through celibate singleness or sexually faithful
marriage.
However, this motif goes even further for it contends that the sexually holy single
Christian has the potential to act as an eschatological exemplar of humanity’s
teleological destiny, as an embodied sexual being whose existence is not
characterized by disordered, and especially lustful, internality. Admittedly, it is
important not to overstate the significance of this potential thread of retrieval,
especially without undertaking more sustained, and indeed restrained theological
exploration of how it ought to be wefted alongside other significant doctrinal threads
(including the ongoing sinful and disordered nature—including the sexual nature—
of all humanity in this present age). And yet some qualifications notwithstanding, it
remains true that in their celibacy singles within the community of faith are
distinctively positioned to apply themselves to the task of demonstrating a hopeful
(albeit not yet perfected) teleologically oriented realignment between sexual desires,
sexual self-control, and sexual purity. Such an end ought rightly to compel the church
towards a more optimistic and anticipatory appreciation of the redeemed celibately
sexual nature which awaits embodied humanity in eternity.
Yet, this thread of retrieval not only offers distinctive hope for the harmonious
reassociation of an individual’s desires, reason, and actions. It also has eschatological
implications for a renewed and restored harmony between both the embodied people
who are the church, and between God and his embodied people. That is, a second
and related sexual end of eschatologically informed singleness is its ability to recentre
the contemporary church’s understanding of sexual nature as that which reflects not
primarily the individual human call to physical gratification, but the imaginative
human call to genuine community.
According to Augustine, virginity is the form of sexual life that, through its strong
theological resemblance to the prelapsarian married and sexual life of the Edenic
dispensation, is best suited to the anticipatory practice of restored right living in
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community with others and with God. Similarly, Ælfric’s married-virgin passiones
evoked the teleological possibility of deep and sexually embodied intimacy between
men and women wonderfully expressed in celibate communion. For his part, JPII
asserts that humanity’s embodiment—including sexual differentiation as male and
female—reflects their existential capacity to express ‘the love with which [they
become] a gift, thus fulfilling the deep meaning of [their] being and [their]
existence’.1292 Thus, he writes that the
nuptial meaning of the body in the resurrection to the future
life will correspond perfectly both to the fact that man, as a
male-female, is a person created in the “image and likeness”
of God, and to the fact that this image is realized in the
communion of persons.1293
Our analysis of these aspects of Augustine, Ælfric and JPII’s argumentation suggests
the theological possibility that an individual’s teleological sexual nature does not find
its ultimate meaning in simply what that individual chooses (or desires) to do with
their genitalia. Rather, the logical conclusion of these theologians’ eschatologically
informed arguments is that sexuality ultimately speaks to how and why sexually
differentiated embodied human creatures relate to all others—and especially to all
others within the church—in a wide range of capacities and contexts. Human
sexuality has what we designate to be an “expansive” telos which speaks of the
‘emotional and psychological dimensions of our sexuality, [that] lies behind the
mystery of our need to reach out to others’.1294 The call to community with others,
and ultimately with God through the giving of one’s embodied, differentiated, and
sexed self, is a critical aspect of humanity’s created purpose. And yet, it is also a
critical aspect of what it means for humanity to be teleologically destined. Although
the historical theological consensus overwhelmingly affirms that marriage will not
characterize the age to come, the same consensus (especially those views formed after
the development of Augustine’s prelapsarian position) also tends to affirm that
embodied sexual duality will continue to be an essential characteristic of embodied
human nature in the eschaton. As such, the telos of human sexuality in the new
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creation is not its abolition but instead its perfected realization, as expressed through
restored and celibate eternal communion with God and others.
Consequently, a thick theology of sexuality in this “meanwhile” ought not be
primarily concerned with the attainment of genital gratification but rather with
human sexuality’s more expansive relational and communal ends. As Aimee Byrd
concludes, humans were ‘created for communion with the Triune God and with one
another [. . .] Our sexuality is expressed in more places than the bedroom. In
particular, Scripture shows that it is expressed as we live as brothers and sisters in
relationship.’1295 Within this more theologically capacious understanding of
sexuality, the single Christian’s exercise of abstinence is not to be dismissed as mere
suppression, ignorance, or denial of their own sexuality. Rather, in and through their
celibacy the single Christian is able to celebrate their sexuality’s expansivity and to
enjoy it as that which allows them to uniquely gift their embodied selves to others in
a way that anticipates eternity. Grenz argues that this parabolic embracing of
“expansive sexuality” (or what he terms “affective sexuality”1296) plays a vitally
important role in recentring the ever-hospitable character of the church and its place
in the world:
[T]he bond formed by the single person [. . .] is not the product
of the intimate sexual acts shared by two people, but arises
more spontaneously out of a dynamic of love that is open
beyond exclusive boundaries. As such [. . .] it reflects the
openness of the divine love to the continual expansion of the
circle of love to include within its circle those yet outside its
boundaries.1297
A specific implication of singleness’ expansive sexual ends ought to be a renewed
ecclesial commitment to the importance of a theology of friendship.1298 Varnell notes
how the contemporary hierarchy of relationships
often places friendship near the bottom. Friends are important
and invaluable during key points and seasons of our
development but as women and men enter puberty and
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beyond, dating relationships, then marriage and children take
precedence over non-romantic friendships.1299
By ‘remaining open to forming the bond of friendship with many people, the single
person [who] provides a picture of the God whose goal is in the establishment of a
human community’1300 is privileged to soundly reject and correct any diminishment
of friendship’s significance and priority.
Happily, Christian discourse of the last decade has witnessed some degree of
resurgence in theological reflection on the character and significance of friendship.
One of the specific outcomes of this renewed focus has been the increasingly
prevalent practices of “spiritual/covenantal/vowed” friendships with the Christian
community.1301
There is much to affirm about such a construct’s emphasis on the importance of
intentional, committed, and even publicly recognised friendships within the
community of faith, not the least being its rejection of friendship’s pervasive
trivialisation as that which is always potentially on the brink of dissolution based on
the whims and the wants of one party or another. Indeed, it was his quiet but
enduring discomfort with the general acceptance of

friendship’s ‘free and

unconstrained’1302 character within both society and church which motivated author
Wesley Hill to compose his treatise (of the same name) on spiritual friendship. Hill
wonders whether there might be occasion and even necessity for Christians to ‘think
of friendship as more stable, permanent and binding than we often do’.1303 Might it
be appropriate, even urgent, for us to consider our friends as being akin to our siblings
who, despite both thick and thin, we are invariably bound to for life? Ought we
imbue our friendships with the same permanence and significance as we do our
broader familial relationships? Or, as Hill goes on to ask, perhaps we should ‘consider
friendship more along the lines of how we think of marriage?’.1304
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In light of our contention that the single form of life is uniquely able to model the
crucial expansivity of human sexual nature in a way marriage can and should not,
we argue that, where even just certain instances of friendship are intentionally
designed to closely resemble or perhaps even directly model themselves upon the
exclusive covenant of marriage, there arises justifiable cause for hesitation. That is to
say, while friendship between spouses is a much to be desired and even foundational
aspect of the marital relationship (i.e., there exists a unidirectional interdependence
between marriage and friendship), the essentially hospitable nature of the relation of
friendship (as that which seeks ‘continual expansion of the circle of love to include
within its circle those yet outside its boundaries’)1305 is rightly understood as distinct
from the essentially exclusive, publicly accountable and covenanted nature of
marriage.
Thus, while it is both possible, indeed commendable, for thinkers to challenge
whether the choice to betray, withdraw or dissolve a friendship at any time—as that
which, we are told, is ‘the prerogative this particular form of love affords us’—is truly
intrinsic to the intended nature of the relationship, it would seem another thing
entirely to reinterpret friendship as being akin to the marital union which boasts its
own unique relational purpose, context and commitments. We therefore conclude
that a renewed and refocused commitment to the theological significance of
friendship ought engage these important questions about the relation’s enduring,
costly and committed character independent of the language, expectations and
commitments indigenous to marriage.
A final aspect to the recentring end of an eschatologically aware theology of
singleness is well-introduced by early-twentieth-century theologian Charles Williams
who hypothesised that a notion of sacramentality exists within all human experiences
and expressions of love, sex, beauty, desire, ardour, and so on. He argues that the
iconic significance ‘in any relation of man into which the element of sincere and
simple attraction enters’1306—whether the object of such attraction be one’s spouse,
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nature, sport, or even stamp-collecting!—is disclosed by the sense in which it permits
the individual to perceive, even momentarily, ‘the very Presence of God—not
manifested in his full glory, but more fully and universally manifested than in any
other manner’.1307 Williams contends that the one who ‘not in any sense for himself
or to himself, is surrendered to an entire ardour cannot be said to be far from the
Kingdom which will manifest Itself at Its chosen time’.1308 Contemporary author and
theologian Nate Collins claims a certain link between this sacramental character of
attraction and human sexuality, arguing that ‘we come closest to encountering the
meaning of sexuality when we experience an ache for something so beautiful and
pure that we sense it can’t be a part of this world alone’.1309
The relevance of this argument for our purposes is that the Christian person’s sense
of rightly ordered sexual desire (amongst other relations of attraction) may privilege
them with an admittedly ephemeral, but nonetheless authentically sacramental
perception of eternity in the eschatological now. Such existential experience, arising
from the deep longings inspired by one’s sexual nature—whether manifested in the
sex act within marriage, or in its faithful direction towards celibacy in singleness—
sacramentally orients the individual towards a longing for the beauty of the divine
presence, and thus provides a momentary glimpse of the teleologically perfected
intimacy with God that will be their share in the new creation. That is, whether single
or married, a Christian’s properly directed sexuality may allow them, even if in just
fleeting moments, to ‘taste our origins and our future destiny’.1310
Such an argument further validates the significance of the intrinsic sexual nature of
the single Christian person as something more than that which, through celibacy,
must simply be squandered or subjugated. Indeed, the unique reality of the single
person’s sexual longings (faithfully and appropriately manifested outside the act of
sexual intercourse) privileges them with a proleptic appreciation of the approaching
reality of heaven as distinct from the same appreciation of their married counterparts.

1307

Williams, Romantic Theology, 72.
Williams, Romantic Theology, 72.
1309
Nate Collins, All but invisible: Exploring identity questions at the intersection of faith, gender and
sexuality (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Zondervan, 2017), 214.
1310
Grant, Divine Sex, 153.
1308

291

The single Christian’s experience as a sexual creature, specifically known and
understood apart from the sex act, is thus a teleological (though not yet fully perfected)
anticipation of how all resurrected persons will experience life as embodied and
communal creatures within the new creation. As such, this end of singleness is
critically able to recentre the contemporary church ‘towards a set of practices in and
through which we learn to desire differently’1311 and by which we ‘understand sex as
really about God, and about the deep desire that we feel for God – the precious clue
that is woven into our existence about the final and ultimate union that we seek.'1312
7.2.1.5 Singleness’ end in recentring the costly nature of eschatological discipleship
One motif which consistently characterised the first fifteen hundred years of the
historical Christian discourse about virginity was the expectation of its higher
heavenly rewards. For the Early Church, the costly virginal life came to be regarded
as the highest achievement—indeed perfection—attainable within the faith. As a
consequence, those with the ‘will and fortitude to answer the call [and in doing so
to . . .] demonstrate a strength and purity of character surpassing that of other
Christians’,1313 were considered as destined to receive, if not simply different then
perhaps also greater heavenly glory and blessings. Augustine asserted that to the
virgin belongs
not the kind of joy that even in the kingdom of heaven the rest
who are not virgins will have, but a joy distinct from that enjoyed
by everyone else. It will be the joy of the virgins of Christ, about
Christ, in Christ, with Christ, following Christ, through
Christ, because of Christ.1314
This conception underwent further development and emphasis within the medieval
church. As we have seen, the threefold expression of hierarchical rewards that linked
the categories of (consecrated) virgin, widow, and married to the biblical passage of
one hundred-, sixty-, and thirty-fold heavenly rewards established ‘like no other in
the Middle Ages, how one should make moral distinctions’.1315 This superior
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eschatological elevation of the virginal life ultimately contributed to the renegotiation
of virginity as a concept closely aligned with the broader theological cognate of
chastity as a virtue to which all ought to aspire. So it was that the ancient “heresy”
of Jovinian—‘virgins, widows, and married women, who have been once passed
through the laver of Christ, [. . .] are of equal merit’1316—was eventually rehabilitated
within the Reformation whose leaders encouraged ‘women to discover God in the
kitchen and the nursery [for they had] inherited a tradition that did not bar married
women from the highest spiritual rewards’.1317
That single Christians might be destined for greater eschatological rewards is a
concept anathema to most contemporary Reformed Christians, regardless of marital
status. Such a response undoubtedly results from the prevailing Protestant discomfort
with the very concept of heavenly rewards themselves. After all, the Reformed
emphasis upon the full sufficiency of grace has never sat comfortably alongside the
premise that the ‘degree to which they will enjoy heaven is said to exclusively depend
on how they live out their Christian life [. . . thereby leaving one] with justification
by faith and sanctification by works’.1318 So it is that, notwithstanding some limited
commentary concerning a theological mandate of heavenly rewards,1319 the
contemporary Protestant discourse pervasively tends to exhibit reluctance or even
refusal to explore the implications of potential hierarchical heavenly blessings. As
such, the very suggestion that the devoted single Christian may be destined for unique
and superior heavenly blessings is not merely unfamiliar but patently unwelcome
within the contemporary milieu. Such an unreceptive response is only further
exacerbated by the ‘passive and palliative’1320 treatment that singleness itself receives.
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That is, where singleness is regarded as inherently deficient, aberrant, deviant,
uniquely sin-prone, and unfulfilled, the notion that those who inhabit it might
ultimately receive heightened spiritual rewards over and above their married
counterparts is considered nonsensical and even offensive.
By suggesting that the historical Christian witness to this specific thread of retrieval
might be of some continued significance today, we do not necessarily conclude that
the early and medieval church were theologically justified in their specific rationale
for a sustained elevation of virginity. It is also important to reiterate that the virginity
on view within the historical tradition’s treatment of this motif was invariably that of
the devoted individual who determinedly oriented their unmarried celibacy towards
godly service (normally within consecrated vows and committed community). That
is, they did not have on view the contemporary Christian who is single by
circumstance rather than choice. And yet, despite these qualifications, and in light of
the critique we have already offered regarding the problematic insistence of vowed
celibacy, we contend that the historical testimony which valued the unmarried
Christian life in light of its supposedly unique eschatological blessings may still be
identified as of some significance for a contemporary theology of singleness.
The basis for such a contention is that, regardless of whether the specific principle of
virginity’s eschatological rewards might be deemed theologically justifiable, its
historic expression ultimately served as a recognition that the unmarried Christian
life of the “meanwhile” is one which demands unique and costly discipleship. That
the enterprise of Christian singleness usually demands significant sacrifice is no less
true today than it was in the church’s first two millennia. For an unmarried Christian
to decline to pursue romantic satisfaction at all costs, to practice restrained celibacy
rather than indulgent sexual hedonism, to seek inclusive and extensive platonic
friendships, to find their ultimate place of belonging in the “teleosocial” bonds of the
church, and to hold loosely to the prospect of having children of their own, demands
consistent, intentional, and costly commitment.
Thus, even if the contemporary church is to remain hesitant to elevate singleness to
a position of superiority because of any supposedly unique heavenly rewards
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exclusive to it alone, this consistent historical thread of retrieval nonetheless posits a
refreshingly recentring perspective on singleness. It promotes a re-evaluation of the
way in which the costly discipleship of faithful single Christians in the overlap of the
ages ought to be recognised, honoured, and celebrated with generosity and
thankfulness by the members of their spiritual family, as well as by the single
individual themselves. Indeed, such retrieval even raises the possibility of a
theological reframing and reimagining of the contemporary notion of such spiritual
rewards. Rather than interpreting (and therefore rejecting) the possibility of such
rewards by way of an unpalatable “works-righteousness” hermeneutic, the greater
heavenly splendor to which the church’s theological forebears so consistently testified
may be best understood as the teleological outworking of existential resolution. That
is, perhaps on the last day the single Christian is destined to finally fathom the true
meaning, to finally appreciate the unique significance of that to which their earthly
life signified all along. Such a joyous reward would certainly be located in the
receiving.1321
Through the lens of thoughtful ressourcement this retrieved end challenges the church
to desist in viewing singleness as a pitiable, suspicious or even threatening form of
life for the Christian. Instead, it calls the community of faith to see both marriage and
singleness as equally valuable, distinctly costly and perhaps uniquely rewarded forms
of life for the disciple of the “meanwhile”. In doing so, it also issues a corresponding
challenge to single Christian themselves. Contrary to the ideals of individualism,
freedom, and hedonism native to secular perspectives on singleness, ressourcement
reminds the single Christian that their form of life is indeed a uniquely, though not
of course wholly, costly one:
Of course it will be difficult. Single spiritual loving was never
meant to be easy […] But we have a promise in which to
believe. And, more than that, we have a Single Person who
lived as one of us, who laid down His life for all of us.1322
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As such—and contrary to the historical tradition which typically focused on chosen
and consecrated celibacy—all forms, categories, and circumstances of the unmarried
Christian life are potentially able to exemplify the recentring biblical principle that
the disciple’s life in this “meanwhile” will inevitably be complex and costly.
Of course, the unmarried form of Christian life has not cornered the market on
difficulty, grief, challenge and anxiety. And yet, as our earlier chapters suggested, it
is also true that in contemporary Western society, married and family life is uniquely
capable of tempting the Christian with the lure of a settled worldliness that
idealistically venerates that which although good, is ultimately transitory. So it is that
one of the distinct ends of singleness is located in what many of its protagonists oft
experience as persistent unsettledness, yearning and costliness—perhaps a longing
for the ultimate reward of existential resolution, for the full and final consummation
of that which they experience now as merely a foretaste. Such individuals are
therefore especially capable of reminding the Christian community that it exists in
eschatological exile; of reminding the church that it is not in earthly marriage,
romance, sex, or family, but in the teleological perfection of Christ’s presence in
eternity that there ‘shall there be [no] more mourning, nor crying, nor pain anymore,
for the former things have passed away’ (Rev 21:4); of boldly standing on the
threshold of eternity and so publicly anticipating the day when that same threshold
shall finally be crossed and God’s people shall all truly “come home” to him and to
each other.
7.2.2 The critical decentring ends of singleness
In our third chapter we identified that retrieval from the faithful past involves a
willingness to reject the assumed superiority of progressivist ideology. Through
‘cross-cultural interaction with those who came before us in the church [. . . it allows]
for our cultural idols to be exposed’.1323 So it is that a responsibly retrieved theology
of singleness ought not only be concerned with establishing that form of life’s
affirmative recentring ends, but also to critique any correspondingly problematic
principles perceived as relating to it. We thus now turn to, more briefly, consider a
number of critical decentring ends of singleness.
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7.2.2.1 Decentring romance (and marriage) as ideal and idol
The first two chapters of our thesis evidenced the historical development of the
archetypal view of romantic love as that which promises a happiness ‘that is meant
to be a resolution of the human quest for salvation’.1324 It was observed that the
contemporary secular ‘addiction to sentimentality’1325 has been so injudiciously
adopted by the Christian discourse that the Bible’s celebration of romantic love as a
human good has largely come to be re-narrated through a “Disney-fied” prism of
romantic love as the ultimate human good. We thus suggest that a thick theology of
singleness is not only able to critically decentre the prevailing Christianised ‘impulse
which replaces the permanence of marriage with the “eternity of love”’,1326 but to do
so in a particularly ironical and subversive fashion.
It was observed that one of the charges frequently levelled against the single form of
life within the church is that it uniquely caters to selfishness and cultivates selfindulgence. While there is undoubtedly truth to the argument that the single
Christian needs to guard against such tendencies (as in fact do all Christians), this
caricature fails to recognise that the romantic ideology dominating current Christian
conceptions of marriage often arises from its own particularly self-focused fixation.
That is, the Christian idealisation of romantic love has in no small part been
generated by the modern self’s internally fixated quest for authenticity through the
prioritisation of ‘intimate relationships as the place where we can most fully express
and actualize ourselves’.1327 As Clapp contends, the ‘pernicious irony of the narrative
of romantic love is that, for all its supposed adoration of the love object, romantic
love is not really about loving a particular person—it is about being in love with
love’.1328 As a consequence, the Christianised quest for the “God mate” is invariably
as heavily motivated by a desire for individual self-completion—by finding that
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person who will fill our ‘spouse-shaped hole’1329—as it may be a longing to participate
in the full and diverse range of individual and collective theological purposes for
which God has intended the marital union.
One aspect of the single disciples’ liminal privilege is, therefore, the sense in which
they are invited to critique actively romantic love’s self-focused, transitory and
earthbound nature. That is, the single Christian is well positioned to denounce an
over-realised eschatological identification of romantic coupling as the idealised
relational experience for which human persons were teleologically created. As
“threshold people”, singles attest that though romantic love is indeed a creative good,
it is not the ultimate good. The teleological destiny of humankind is one in which, as
JPII concludes, all of God’s people will experience ‘love such as man would never
have been able to attain in earthly life’.1330 Consequently, as those who have not
entered into a covenanted marital relationship themselves, singles are able to exhort
their married counterparts to remember that the earthly romantic relationship, good
as it may be, is merely a foretaste of the eternal, and perfected romantic relationship
that the members of the church will collectively realise at the wedding of the Lamb.
In this sense, a faithful theology of singleness is able critically to decentre the
destructive assumption that ‘marriage and family are primarily institutions of
personal fulfilment that are necessary for us to be “whole” people’1331 and to critique
decisively the sentimental conviction that something ‘as fickle and fleeting as
romance is capable of supporting a relationship as demanding as marriage’1332 In so
doing, this end of singleness critically reorients a contemporary theology of marriage
away from the primary emotional indulgence of its participants, and towards its vital
function within the community of faith. It demands we ‘take seriously the view that
marriage and the church share a mutually reinforcing relationship, so that marriage
is central to the faith of the community and its witness to the world, while the church
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provides the necessary scaffolding to sustain each marriage’.1333 In clearing away ‘the
haze generated by the regnant romantic ideology of marital bliss’1334 this decentring
end of singleness is able to help retrieve Christian marriage from an imaginary
fantastical world, in order that it might reclaim its proper and pivotal place within
the eschatological life and mission of the communal church.
7.2.2.2 Decentring sex (and marriage) as ideal and idol
A second decentring end of singleness is related to the first. In correspondence with
the recently developed ideology of romantic fulfilment has been the tacit presumption
that Pahman critically observes insists ‘one’s telos as a human being cannot be
achieved apart from marriage (and, of course, sex)’.1335 The Christian importation of the
secular doxic commitment that sex is such an essential aspect of our personhood that
we must actively be engaging in it to be whole, is evidenced in the frequent Christian
depiction of singleness as inexorably leading to ‘sexual sin, at a rampant level [. . .
because] you’ve got all these people with these pent-up desires that can’t be normally
met and they are about to explode’.1336 Holmes argues that this contemporary
Christian construct of sex as an ‘uncomplicated human good that merely needs to be
properly located by our moral reasoning [. . . is] not a Christian sexual ethic; that is
the ethic of a pagan fertility cult that worships sex because it cannot believe in the
resurrection of Christ’.1337
We have already concluded that a thoughtfully retrieved and eschatologically
focused theology of singleness is able to cultivate a more robustly hospitable,
creatively nourishing, and biblically faithful understanding of humanity’s expansive
sexual nature. However, alongside these affirmative recentring ends, a thick theology
of singleness also proffers a strong decentring critique of the contemporary church’s
tendency to see the sex act as something essential to personal integrity. That is,
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theologically astute singleness is able simultaneously to urge members of Christ’s
body to continuously esteem the good blessing of the sex act for the purposes of
strengthening the marital bond and procreation, while also identifying that marriage
and procreation’s eschatological re-ordering—and indeed the disclosing of
humanity’s teleological destiny as a whole—has relativised that same act’s priority
and significance for the Christian of the “meanwhile”. While acknowledging God’s
graciousness in making sexual intercourse potentially pleasurable and personally
gratifying, spiritually mature celibate singles are able to reject the premise that such
physical gratification is equivalent to true happiness and necessary for human
flourishing. Such an individual is thus ideally placed to attest that ‘our present sexual
desires look smaller when viewed from the horizon of eternity’,1338 even as they
perhaps still genuinely grieve the absence of such a good blessing in their earthly life
and relationships.
The unmarried celibate Christian is therefore called to challenge lovingly a
contemporary church that has increasingly displaced an authentic scriptural theology
of sexuality with a secular ideology of it. Whether they be virgins or not, single by
choice or circumstance, never married, divorced, or widowed, the single Christian’s
exemplification of the celibate angel-like life—that even now proleptically echoes
from eternity into the present—allows these individuals to decentre any construction
of sex (and therefore marriage) as an ultimate human ideal and idol.
7.2.2.3 Decentring the contemporary nuclear family (and marriage) as ideal and idol
The final decentring end of singleness to be rehearsed flows from our earlier extended
analysis of the ultimate positioning of the nuclear family (and thus also marriage)
within the contemporary church. It was argued that the historical development,
whereby ‘the family may be said to have turned inward, transforming itself into a
secluded enclave of interpersonal relationship’,1339 represents a marked departure
from the family’s broader societal, relational, and economic purposes across space
and time. Despite the historic novelty of this positioning of the nuclear family unit,
the twentieth- and twenty-first century Reformed, and particularly evangelical church
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has not only been eager to solidify such a perspective but also to baptise it as
indubitably consistent with the unchanging divine will for human community, and
especially the church. We have seen how, as the internally focused nuclear family
was increasingly positioned as the building block of a functional Christian society
(‘the health of the church is shaped by healthy families’1340) it also became
increasingly identified as the primary context of that same society’s potential
deformation. So it was that the church of the latter half of the twentieth century
became insistently concerned that the Christian nuclear family was under threat by a
corrupted and corrupting society that stood just outside the church—and
household—door. This notion positioned the societal survival of the nuclear family
as one of the most urgent priorities of the modern church, such that, as Hauerwas
wryly observed in 2001, ‘the greatest [perceived] virtue of Christianity is the bulwark
it supposedly provides for some sort of defense of the family’.1341
If, as we have earlier contended, ‘[f]amily ties and family conceptions, like the words
themselves that are used metaphorically and stretched to breaking, are broken,
shattered, brought back together in Christ, and reformed’,1342 then the contemporary
Christian adulation of the nuclear family is both theologically misplaced and
pastorally hazardous. It is not the biological family that is called to bear the ultimate
weight of the Christian’s existential hunger for intra-human intimacy and belonging.
That privilege—and responsibility—belongs to the church, the eschatologically
redeemed body of Christ.
It is into this milieu that the uniquely “teleosocial” ends of singleness are privileged
to exercise a critically decentring role. The abnormality of the unmarried Christian’s
situation testifies not only to his or her full inclusion within an eternal community
that is defined by grace rather than pedigree, but also to the proleptic primacy of that
eternal community in the present. The single Christian is thus able distinctively to
censure the conception of the church as primarily an association constituted by
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individual families.1343 They are also well-positioned to reject the subsequent
contemporary conviction that the church exists to serve families, by instead insisting
that Christian families are purposed to serve something greater than their own form
of life. As Clapp argues, the ‘strength and happiness of families is an important thing.
But it is a byproduct of service to a kingdom larger than the family, not the object of
service to that kingdom’.1344
A suitably considered and thoughtfully applied theology of singleness, characterised
by the eschatological esteem we have identified as indigenous to it, will also
proactively displace any myopic Christian preoccupation with the bearing and
rearing of biological children “for the Kingdom”. Grounded in their confidence that
it is not the nuclear family, but the community of the church (as the Body of Christ
himself) in which the future is ratified and guaranteed,1345 the unmarried Christian is
called to testify to the necessary subsuming of the procreative intent within the more
hospitable and spacious Christian mission of making disciples. Without this
counteracting witness of singleness, the Christian family (and especially a Christian
fixation on having biological children) can all too easily assume a teleological
ultimacy that is as pastorally destructive as it is theologically flawed.1346 Indeed, when
families ‘become quasi-churches, which ask sacrifices far too great and for insufficient
reasons’,1347 the very thing which is being exalted is left in perilous danger of folding
in on itself.
Of course, decentring ends must be as practical as they are theoretical. That is, for a
thick theology of singleness to truly be enacted as a priority within the eschatological
life of the church, its married and biologically related members must, alongside their
single counterparts, urgently consider how they ‘ought to order their Christian
families as basic political units in relation to the church, which is become the

1343

‘The nucleus of the church is the family, and “family” includes a single-person family as well as
families with bundles of little children running around’. McKnight, It Takes a Church to Baptize, 2.
1344
Clapp, Families at the Crossroads, 163.
1345
Hauerwas, Community, 190.
1346
See for example Jesus’ theological redefinition of the Christian order of family in Mt 12:46–50.
1347
Hauerwas, After Christendom?, 127.

302

Christian’s primary political unit’.1348 Such a consideration will necessarily seek the
thoughtful transformation of ecclesiological characteristics and practices which
might otherwise seem unremarkable. From the denoting of particular congregational
gatherings as “family services”, to the dominance of marital and familial illustrations
in sermons; from a consistently parochial focus on the importance of children and
families ministries, to the often instinctive exclusion of unmarried members from
positions of leadership and influence—a theological appreciation of the value and
importance of singleness ought to compel the community of faith to ensure that their
shared life more accurately reflects their unique “teleosocial” constitution and
eschatological mission. If today’s faith communities are indeed to continue to hold
fast to their own theologically defined corporate identity, then this decentring end of
singleness ought to be considered a matter of urgent ethical import.

7.3 Concluding insights and suggestions for ongoing research
Hauerwas concludes that ‘when the eschatological context for the intelligibility of
singleness is lost, corrupting alternative explanations are often difficult to resist’.1349
In presenting an array of recentring and decentring ends, we have sought to
summarily retrieve some of singleness’ eschatological intelligibility, and thus
rehabilitate not only its standing, but its integral formative place within the
contemporary Christian church for whom corrupting alternative explanations pose
an ever-present temptation. We firstly argued that the threads of eschatological timetelling are rightly able to establish the tensile warp necessary for the structural
integrity of such intelligibility. We have also argued that it is only through the process
of weaving a number of initial ends of singleness under, over, and around those
longitudinal threads that we begin to provide some integral detail to the whole. We
now conclude by offering two implicatory insights—or, in keeping with our
metaphor, textural observations—which we contend ought to be central to any
collaborative continuation of a theological retrieval of singleness for the
contemporary church.
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7.3 1 Singleness as vocation
It is our conviction that the texture of a theologically thick tapestry of singleness
ought to be one characterized by vocation. In affirming this, we do not suggest that
the single Christian life ought to be considered “a vocation”, that is a specific office
or calling within the community of faith. Nor do we seek to limit singleness’ value to
the instrumental and utilitarian validation which we have repeatedly identified and
countered within the contemporary Christian discourse. Rather, like the Reformers,
we employ the term to describe a transfiguring of ‘our ordinary, mundane existence,
[a] charging it with spiritual significance and with the very presence of God’.1350 That
is, we argue that a robust theology of singleness will necessarily recognise that its
ends transform the unmarried form of life from the mundane, to the spiritually
significant.
Such a theological construct of vocation is rightly explicated by a number of defining
characteristics, all of which have important implications for our thesis of the
vocational texture of singleness. We start with the fact that because the individual
disciple simultaneously engages in many concrete forms of life, the Christian life is
one of vocational multiplicity. McFarland writes that his ‘status as son, brother,
husband, father, teacher, citizen, consumer (to name only the most public) are all
constitutive of my calling from God, but none of them exhausts it’.1351 Likewise, in
asserting that singleness is vocationally significant, we do not conclude that the
unmarried Christian’s vocational contribution ought to be solely oriented towards, or
defined by their marital status. Although the single disciple is privileged to exemplify
various recentring and decentring ends extrapolated herein, such important
vocational responsibilities do not represent the sum total of how their everyday life
has been charged with spiritual significance. Just as the married Christian is
vocationally more than merely a husband or wife, so too the single Christian is
vocationally more than merely not a husband or wife.
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Another defining characteristic of the vocational Christian life is located in its
ultimate direction away from the individual believer and towards the believing
community. Such an assertion lies in contradiction to the modern secular
preoccupation with individualism which, when reframed through a Christian lens,
concludes that ‘[v]ocation is to seek after and to become our true selves in God’s
sight’.1352 In truth, Christian vocation does not primarily seek after the self (even as
understood by God). Rather, it rightly sets after ‘the body of Christ where each
member has a place that is at once distinctive and yet inseparable from all others’.1353
While there is great personal satisfaction and happiness to be found within the
unmarried life (just as there is within the married life), ‘[l]oving and serving in
vocation involves an act of self-denial for the sake of someone else’1354 as opposed to
the pursuit of personal fulfilment. As such, the vocational value of Christian
singleness is not primarily located in the engendering of individual enrichment for
the unmarried individual, but in the sense in which that individual is distinctively
able to both enrich the church’s internal life and contribute towards its gospel mission
to the world.
However, while the vocational orientation of the Christian life is primarily directed
towards the building of the body and its purposes, it remains true that each and every
Christian’s vocational endeavour retains unique potentiality. To put it another way,
while a large number of forms of life are vocational undertakings occupied by many
individuals at once, they nonetheless remain vocational undertakings occupied by
many distinct individuals. Consequently, even as vocationally charged Christian
singleness is shaped by shared theological convictions and directed towards the
common goal of gospel oriented communal and missional life in the “meanwhile”,
each unmarried individual’s vocational potentiality is, in certain respects,
wonderfully idiosyncratic. The 22-year-old unmarried tertiary student; the 73-yearold widowed father of five and grandfather of 11; the 44-year-old divorced single
mother of one, and the 55-year-old same-sex attracted celibate Christian man are all
called to play in unison from the same recentring and decentring theological score.
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And yet, as each participates in light of their own unique circumstances, consistent
with their own unique personality, bearing their own unique burdens, and celebrating
their own unique blessings, the ultimate result is a harmony of vocation which is
made only more impactful by the diversity of its symphonic performance.
Such a conclusion has specific relevance to what we have repeatedly critiqued as one
of the most contested issues within the historical discussion—the restricting of
eschatologically significant singleness to a consecrated or vowed context. Here exists
a tension between the vocational character of all situations and seasons of Christian
singleness, and the proposed alternate undertaking of someone who permanently
‘sacrifices marriage [. . .] in order to fulfil a personal vocation in the kingdom of
God’.1355 A contemporary manifestation of this motif is found in the work of
theologians such as Grenz and Bradbury who maintain a strong distinction between
the specific vocational character of committed celibacy, compared to circumstantial
singleness.1356 It is undoubtedly true that certain distinctions—even vocational
distinctions—can and should exist between the situation of an individual who has
intentionally undertaken to pursue lifelong celibacy, and that of one who has found
themselves single (or single again) by circumstance rather than choice. However, as
our previous analysis and critique would suggest, we hold that singleness’ vocational
potentiality is ultimately located in any and all forms of singleness. Regardless of
context and circumstance, all unmarried disciples may mutually—though also
somewhat distinctively—orient themselves towards certain recentring and decentring
eschatological ends of their form of life.
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7.3.2 Marriage and singleness as mutually reinforcing
Our final observation focuses not so much on the texture of a more extensively
retrieved theology of singleness itself, but on the important textural relationship that
ought to exist between the vocation of singleness and its marital counterpart. We
have identified a consistent tendency across the full spectrum of church history for
Christians to have treated the positioning of marriage and singleness within their life
and community as a “zero sum game”. Where the early and medieval church tended
towards an overt and superior idealisation of virginity/celibacy over mundane
marriage,1357 an over correction of the Reformed, Enlightenment-era, and
contemporary church has come to see marriage established as the normative and
necessary mode of Christian life, thereby leaving singleness as a form of life
correspondingly diminished. As Grenz laments, the complementarity of marriage
and singleness as two ‘equal and reciprocal options for expressing our identity as
sexual beings [. . . runs] counter to what has actually been the practice of the church
throughout much of its history’.1358 Even the inimitable Augustine seemed unable to
consistently honour one without correspondingly diminishing the other.1359
That marriage and singleness have consistently been situated as opposing, and even
competing, modes of Christian life throughout the two millennia of the church’s
existence may suggest little reason for optimism that a more faithfully balanced
perspective might characterise that same community’s future. And yet, our analysis
has suggested that while there ‘is a certain tension between the church’s sponsoring
of singleness and marriage as equally valid modes of life [. . .] both singleness and
marriage are necessary symbolic institutions for the constitution of the church’s life
as the historic institution that witnesses to God’s kingdom’.1360 Because neither one
of these forms of life ‘bears a complete witness in their own right [. . .] to the structure
and end of creation’s temporal ordering’,1361 they actually have a mutually reinforcing
relationship. As such, where singleness’ unique and eschatological vocational
1357
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significance is diminished, a corresponding diminishment of marriage’s unique and
eschatological vocational significance inevitably results. Such an outcome ultimately
leaves marriage as little more than a moral requirement, ‘a divine duty’,1362 and, thus,
‘a terrible burden’.1363 But, where singleness is vocationally prized within the
community of faith, so also will marriage correspondingly be cherished for its own
unique and crucial vocational dignity.1364
It is only in faithfully apprehending the eschatologically charged vocational nature
of one that we are truly able to appreciate the authentic and eschatological dignity of
the other. So it is that Hauerwas argues, ‘in the strongest possible language the basis
and intelligibility of the Christian understanding of marriage only makes sense in
relation to the [. . .] legitimation for some of “singleness”’,1365 and JPII contends that
‘these two “states”, in a certain sense explain and complete each other as regards the
existence and Christian life of this community’.1366 If this conclusion is indeed true—
if ‘singleness and marriage play different harmonies within the master score, thereby
reflecting the reality of heaven—the way things really are’1367 —then one final, and
vital, concluding implication follows.
In chapter two of this thesis we explored the sense in which the contemporary
Christian construct of singleness is considered to be deficient by definition. We
posited that in being consistently defined as those who are “unmarried” or “not
married”, the single person’s situation is primarily identified by what they do not
have or by who they are not. This framing often results in them being externally
positioned ,and internally persuaded that they are the pitiable and abject other. So it
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was that we suggested the very act of defining singleness as the absence of marriage
impedes the single Christians’ endeavour to construct a positive internal and social
identity for themselves.
However here, at the end of our ‘cross-cultural interaction with those who came
before us in the church’,1368 we now advocate for an entirely different, and
distinctively affirmative interpretation of that very same matter. It has been our
argument that the Christian historical, exegetical, and theological tradition provides
us with an array of rich resources from which to undertake a retrieval of singleness’
exceedingly important and eschatologically oriented recentring and decentring
ends—and this for the sake of the contemporary Christian church as a whole.
However, what we have perhaps logically implied rather specifically identified
throughout this process, is that all of these ends belong to Christian singleness precisely
because it is not marriage. That is, the unique intelligibility and privileged inhabitability
of singleness as a crucial form of Christian life is specifically located in the absence of
marriage from that form of life.
So it is that, where prior to our exercise of theological retrieval we suggested that
singleness’ definition of absence signaled deficiency, we now conclude that in that
very absence is actually found vital significance. Indeed, the precise significance of
Christian singleness in the present is located in the very notion of absence, for in that
very absence is proleptically located the very presence of Christ’s—and our—eternity.
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