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Chasm and Connection – Starting Points 

Standing in a tradition which has inspired and informed life and faith 

while engaging it seriously in the light of current knowledge and wisdom 

 

Taking the other seriously – in their context, language, culture, 
acknowledging the limits of our knowing – treating the other as separate, 
hallowing the other, acknowledging difference, including disagreement, as 
far as possible being aware of the inevitability that we can only partially 
meet another 

 

Not hearing only what we want to hear (negatively or positively), not 
compromising our own integrity nor that of the other 

 

These principles apply in cross-cultural encounter, historical encounter, 
personal relations, including marriage 



Chasm and Connection 

True meeting occurs in truthful engagement, acknowledging the integrity of 
the other, not seeking to swallow the other or be swallowed by it 

 

Colonising ancient texts to make them agree with our conservative or 
progressive ideas (neo-fundamentalism) is deceit. Jesus and the people of his 
world assumed a world populated by demons, had expectations which failed to 
be realised, and had limited understanding of anthropology, sociology, 
economics, politics, and history, including of their own religious tradition. 

Acknowledging difference, distance, even 
chasm, may entail grief and loss, but belongs 
to the process of birth and individuation, the 
basis for fruitful connection and relationship 
 

Chasm can make connection possible,  
but may be such that little or no  
connection is possible 
 Some fire engines are yellow! 



Outline 

Sex in the 1st Century 
Households and Marriage  

virginity / pre- extra-marital sex / gender 

adultery / divorce / polygyny 

sexual passion 

same-sex relations 

 

Sex in the 21st Century 
same-sex relations 

sexual passion 

adultery / divorce 

contraception / pre- extra-marital sex / gender 

Households and Marriage 

 



 

Sex in the 1st Century 



Societies and Households 

Societies were based on households 
 

• for social support, sustenance, land-based economy, household-based 
crafts 

• no insurance, minimal public welfare 

• survival through dependence and patronage 

• producing children to take over and provide support 
 

Households and clusters of households  

– clans and extended families on land 
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Households and Marriage 
A man married around 30 when he was sufficiently established to maintain a 
household [Jesus chose otherwise at that age] 

negotiation within the extended family to find a suitable wife, usually 15-20 

endogamy x exogamy 
 

arranged by fathers –  

change of ownership  

‘giving away’  

agreement/betrothal  

(Paul on fathers and  

as “father”) 

contracts 
 

no romance? not necessarily 
 

wedding celebration: joy, food – imagery of hope 

 



Daughters 

Get them married as soon after menstruation  

as possible  

 

Ben Sira 

Daughters not to be trusted … 

like quivers looking for arrows  … 

should be kept indoors … 

away from married and so sexually  

experienced women 

 

Virginity mattered … 



Virginity 

Why virginity mattered 
 

• Men needed to be assured that their wives would not engage in adultery; 
virgin women showed they could be controlled 
 

• Illegitimate offspring (especially male) would be a disaster and threaten loss 
of inheritance, potentially destroying the household and its future 
 

• Girls losing virginity brought shame on the father and so the household, even 
more so if the new husband finds she is not a virgin – there were tests! 
 

• Virginity mattered because of the possibility of pregnancy with no reliable 
methods of contraception 
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Premarital Chastity 

Premarital chastity 
 

Men do not become pregnant (!), so their virginity does not matter and as 
married men they would still not become pregnant, so there was a double 
standard – in the Greco-Roman world 
 

 

problems of men’s age at marriage (30) – what to do in the meantime 
  

For Jews premarital chastity was the norm/expectation/idea 
• Tobias and Sarah 
• Mary and Joseph 
• Deut 22:13-21 about accusations of brides not being virgins 
• Jubilees: Jacob 63 assures Rebecca: never touched a woman 
• Joseph and Aseneth Joseph insists no sex before wedding night 
• Paul’s advice to those with strong sexual desire: marry! 
 

No dating – marriages were arranged 

 



Male Roles in Household and Society 

male: overall head 

 

external matters:  

 

• managing patronage for survival  

• negotiating appropriate marriages 

• protecting property (including women) 

 

 

 

 

 



Male Sexual Roles 

Male sexual obligations 

• reproductive sex “be fruitful and 
multiply” – future security 
 

• no wasted semen – animals, 
masturbation, infertile women, same-
sex relations, non vaginal sex (oral, 
anal), sex during menstruation 
(pregnancy) 
 

• no hindering divine (pro)creation – e.g. 
contraception, abortion, exposure of 
(female) babies 



Male Sexual Roles 

Male head and husband – sexual freedom 

 

Greco-Roman world:  

• sexual access to all women and men he controls 

• sex with slaves, female and male; except incest 

• and beyond the household: with prostitutes 

• sexual experience with prostitutes from puberty 
onwards 

Jewish world:  

• sexual access to all women he controls (e.g. 
Abraham, Jacob) – sex with female slaves – 
prostitutes came to be forbidden 

 

 

 



Male Sexual Roles 

Male head and husband – sexual limits 

 

No sex nor marriage with close family members: sister, step sister, mother, 
father’s other wife, daughter, daughter-in-law, sister-in-law (John the 
Baptist criticised Antipas for marrying divorced wife of step brother – OK 
for us), aunt – but OK with niece, cousin – Jewish law. Greco-Roman law 
also had limits on incest 

 

No sex with women under control of another male – his wife (adultery), 
slave, etc. Adultery is an act of theft against another male. (You shall not 
covet neighbour’s wife, ox, etc). Only with independent women 
(prostitutes) or non-citizens in Greco-Roman world. 



Female Roles in Household and Society 

domestic household management 

• slaves if a rich household 

• craft and agriculture 
 

assumptions about women  

• inferior (younger, less experienced) 

• husband educates her (like a daughter) 

• women lack control  

• need control and protection 

• stay separate, be veiled in public (and church) 

• not upstage husband in public discourse (silenced) 
 

exceptions 

• widows managing estates 

• leadership (prophetic, political, ministry)  

 



Female Sexual Roles 

propagation 

• from pregnancy to pregnancy 

• half the children did not survive 

• half the women reaching 15 did  

      not survive till 30 

 

complications 

• new wife and teenage son from first  

     marriage 1 Cor 5 

 

 

 

 

 

Wives were expected to sleep only with their husbands – 
again because of fear of illegitimate offspring (laws about 
testing a husband’s accusations – woman drinks potential 
poison drink) 



Male-Female Sexual Roles 

Male and Female Roles in Sex 

 

A superior “used” an inferior for sex   

(chresis “use” = sexual intercourse) 

 

Male is active – female is passive 

Male is on top – women are underneath 

symbolising the relationship 

 

“Women are not as interested in sex  

as men” – Philo 
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Households and Adultery 

Major threat to a man’s household 

• pregnancy (limited contraception) uncertain offspring 

• possession and theft of property 

• 10 commandments (top in LXX); also v. coveting another man’s wife, 
alongside  ‘his field, male or female slave, or ox, or donkey’ 

     Jesus on adulterous attitude 

• hurt anger pain - Ben Sira, ‘wounds of the heart’; God as angry husband 

• death penalty – by husband  

     or by law  

• ‘greatest of crimes’, harms many 

• Ehebruch  

• Joseph the hero 



Adultery and Divorce 

Greek and Roman law adultery mandated divorce. Augustan Lex Iulia 
reforms reinforced it (18 BCE): prosecute those not divorcing wives 

 

Jews lost the right of capital punishment  

Jesus and woman caught in adultery –  

      escapes the trap 

Rite of Bitter waters where uncertain 

Where certain, only option: divorce 

• So Joseph and Mary 

• Jacob and Bilhah after Reuben defiled her  

• Abraham and Sarah’s abduction - sensitivity 

• Absalom’s sleeping with David’s concubines 

• Paul and becoming one flesh with prostitute 



Divorce and Polygyny 

Polygyny 

• assumed as normal (Abraham, Jacob, etc.) Josephus ‘an ancestral custom of 
ours to have several wives at the same time’ 

• women prisoners of war 

• levirate marriage (marrying brother’s widow to propagate for his household) 
(Jesus and Sadducees assume it) 

• flexibility with dissatisfaction: add another wife 

 

Problems of polygyny 

• rivalry among wives (Ben Sira); e.g. Jacob, Manoah and Eluma, Elkanah and 
Hannah (Pseudo-Philo) (Babatha archive), about fertility  

• excesses: Solomon; Temple Scroll forbids it for king; Damascus Document 
forbids it for all (“one flesh”; animals entering ark in pairs; not marry 2 sisters) 

• rejected in Greek and Roman culture 

 

 



Divorce and Polygyny 
Normal Divorce 

• Divorce was normal, usually men (also women in Roman law) 

• freeing woman to remarry – Jews issued certificate 

• incidental references to divorce re marrying after rape and re vows 

• generally accepted in Jewish communities 

• “hated woman” = divorced woman 
 

consequences for women?  

• return to family of origin 

• remarry 

• poverty 

• desperate measures like prostitution 
 

The Divorce Crisis    

When polygyny is out of favour the only alternative is divorce 

 

 



Divorce 

What grounds sufficed?  

 

Suppose a man enters into marriage with a 
woman, but she does not please him because he 
finds something objectionable about her, and so 
he writes her a certificate of divorce, puts it in her 
hand, and sends her out of his house Deut 24:1 

 

What is  something objectionable  apart from 
adultery (not the original meaning)? 

 



Divorce 
Divorce in Dispute 

 

• Malachi about a man who ‘hates’ and ‘divorces’ his 
wife – reworked: “if you hate her, send her away” - 
criticising flippant use 

• Ben Sira: divorce a recalcitrant wife 

• Rabbi Hillel and Akiba: anything from bad cooking 
to insubordination: Rabbi Shammai: sexual 
misdemeanour 

• Josephus: a range of grounds 

• Philo: adultery and not for just 

     falling out of favour 

 



Jesus and the Divorce Dispute 

Mark 11:2-9 (slightly reworked by Matt 19:3-9) 

 

‘Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife?’ 

Jesus refers to Moses on divorce Deut 24:1-4 

‘Because of your hardness of heart he wrote this commandment for you’ 10:5  
a compromise to address human failure. 

Like others of his time appeals to creation stories to identify God’s original 
intent.  

‘God made them male and female’ Gen 1:27 and ‘For this reason a man shall 
leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife, and the two shall 
become one flesh’ Gen 2:24 10:7-8 

adds: ‘So they are no longer two, but one flesh’ 10:8 

‘What God therefore has yoked together, let a human being not separate’ 
10:9 

 



Jesus and the Divorce Dispute 

Original response was possibly only: 

 

‘What God therefore has yoked together,  

let a human being not separate’ 10:9 

 

Yoke – common image for marriage 

Divorce rejected as affront against God, unjoining what God has joined 

Assumption: joining, through sexual intercourse, creates a permanent bond 
(by God?) why? “oneness forever”? pregnancy concerns? family stability? 
divine law? 

 

Rationale makes it more than a confronting quip 

 

 

 



Divorce Sayings 

divorce is forbidden and remarriage is adultery 

• because sex creates permanent union which must never be broken 

• divorce by definition allows remarriage which must then be adultery 

it is an act which wrongs the (permanent) partner “against her” 

(normally adultery wronged a man) 
 

it applies primarily to men but also to women who divorce 

and to marrying divorced women 
 

Except for adultery – Matthew’s innovation? or simply spelling out what the other 
saying assume (e.g. Paul): Permanent union/permanent severing 

 

What if non-believing partners wants it – Paul: accede! 
 

What if abuse? 



Sexual Passion 

Men, Women, and Sexual Passion 

 

I say to you that everyone who looks at a woman 
(woman/wife; i.e. some other man’s wife) with lust 
(desire/covet/wanting to have her) has already 
committed adultery with her in his heart Matt 5:28 

 

Not: whoever looks at any woman and has a sexual 
response – which would make sexual response evil 
and make women dangerous and therefore needing 
to be controlled – though it came to be understood 
that way later 

 

covering them up, shutting them out 

sexual passion is not bad but direction matters 



Sexual Passion 

Sexual Passion as a Problem of Male Identity 

 

Sexual Violence in war and in life 

male domination – penis as a weapon 

 

exploitation of others to fulfil  

sexual urge – chresis = “use” 

 

disturbance of self -   philosophy 

 

 

 

 



Sexual Passion 

Greco-Roman responses 

 

Vulnerability to Passion - instability 

Eliminate Passion – sex purely functional  

for reproduction - Neopythagoreans 

Control passion – moderation,  

Stoic health theories 

seeking quality pleasure – Epicureans  

seeking highs in sex, drugs,  

and religion (Paul and the Spirit) 

 

mind and emotion, soul and body 

material and immaterial? 



Genesis 1:1 – 2:4   

ca 4000 BCE creation in 6 days  

humankind on 6th male and female (only) 

in image of God – so also to rule 

they are to multiply (like the animals) 

 

Genesis 2:5-25  

humankind, then plants, animals – woman for companionship made from the 
man – then rejoined to become one flesh – basis for kin/marriage 

 

How They Read Genesis on Sex 

Genesis 3 - sin, so wife keeps returning to husband, getting 
pregnant, giving birth with pain, but being in safe subordination 
Greek: man is in image of God; woman is in image of man – 
hierarchy - Eve was deceived/ “seduced” 



How They Read Genesis on Sex 

Myths explain why things are the way they are: 

 

• sexual (re-)union – male female 

• marriage and new households 

• clothes 

• pain in giving birth 

• women’s desire for men 

• women’s subordination to men 

• mortality 

• why life is hard 

• weeds 

 

Theological tweaking: Creation is good. God made it. Keep its laws. 



Sex and Celibacy 

When they rise from the dead, they neither marry 
nor are given in marriage, but are like angels in 
heaven. Mark 12:25  
 

Assumption: the resurrected will live in holy space 
like the angels. Sex and nakedness are OK outside 
holy space but not in it. So no sex. 
 

Some chose to live now as they will then: John the 
Baptist, Jesus, Paul,  144000 (“not defiled themselves 
with women” (ritual not moral Rev 14:5).  

 

Some thought all should do so. Paul rejects this 
defends sex as not sin. 
 

 



Sex and Celibacy 

The idea of a sexless utopia was 
potentially detrimental for sexuality  

 

Slippage: sex becomes 
unholy/unspiritual/ immoral 

confusing ritual and moral purity and 
contrary to its creation as good 
 

Some then denigrated sex altogether as 
perpetuating the entrapment of the 
divine spark in the material – second 
century gospels: Mary, Judas  

 

 



Same-Sex Relations 

male-male intercourse forbidden in Leviticus 18:22; 20:15 

• read by Jewish authors as applying to both men and women 

• and as contravening created order of “male” and “female” Gen 1:27 
 

they rejected claims that some people were naturally gay 

heterosexuals engaged in promiscuous sex with women and men (as at 
Sodom where it is rape), often fuelled by drunkenness, but also perverting 
young men by feminising them 
 

Paul uses the typical Jewish condemnation of same-sex passion and practice 
in the wider world to establish common ground with the recipients of his 
letter to the Roman Christians, in order to launch his argument that not only 
non-Jews but also Jews are sinners and need the gospel he proclaims. 

 





Sex in the 21st Century:  
Chasm and Connection 



Same-Sex Relations 

Some maintain the prohibition and with Paul see all same-sex attitudes and 
actions as sinful and at best offer forgiveness and therapy 
 

Most recognise that there are people who fall outside Paul’s category, whose 
sexual orientation is not sinful but natural. There are then two main responses: 
 

• see homosexual people as having a disability which is not their fault but a 
result of the “fall of Adam”, or as having a deep seated pathology, offer them 
support, love, and therapy, but require them to be celibate (because of the 
prohibition in Leviticus) – a well-meaning but potentially unhealthy, 
dangerous, and unfair demand 

 

• see homosexual people as part of the way things are in the mammal kingdom 
and as natural for some at least at times and so encourage them to affirm 
and express their sexuality in accordance with the same principles which 
apply to heterosexual people without discrimination - in relation to work, 
ministry, and marriage, which these days need not necessarily be for 
procreation 



 

Sexual Passion 

Affirm sexual passion as God’s good creation through the evolution of our species 
 

Engage and enjoy sexual passion and pleasure in ways that do not abuse or 
harm/demean others – remove taboos on non-procreative sex, masturbation, etc. 
Semen won’t run out 
 

Reject “If it feels good, do it” as potentially disastrous in relation to passions – 
whether they be anger, hunger, or sex – graduating from “me”- adolescence 

 

 

 

 

 

Come to terms with our evolutionary past in the light of our contemporary 
communal/social priorities – polygyny, multi-partnering and monogyny 



Divorce 

• we reject the requirement that adultery mandates divorce  

• we reject the assumption that sex permanently joins/severs 

• we reject the notion that adultery is sufficient ground for divorce 

• we affirm the possibility of reconciliation and support people working at 
their relationships – the gospel is about reconciliation 

• we acknowledge that there are many things which may endanger a 
marriage whether or not there has been adultery, including adulterous 
attitudes (Jesus’ teaching), breakdown of trust, abuse, alienation etc. 

• we recognise that sometimes divorce and remarriage may be the more 
creative and compassionate option for all involved 

• we support people beginning again, including remarrying 

 



Safe Contraception 

Safe contraception removes the fears of pregnancy and so removes one of the 
main reasons for sexual mores relating to pre-marital and extra-marital sex 

 So the swinging 70s and 80s saw experiments 
in multi-partnering, “open marriage”, 
multiple intimacies, and professional 
boundary-crossing 
 

AIDS slowed it, but caution and sensitivity 
emerged: sex is personal, intimate, 
vulnerable, charged territory 
 

Resentment at a partner’s sleeping with 
someone else is not just a hangover of human 
possessiveness but more deeply rooted 
 

What guides me when I share myself in this way?  
How do I best respect my vulnerability and that of others? 



Households are not so central to the economy – welfare state. People may also 
marry just for companionship not procreation (as proposed for gay marriage).  
 

We reject  

• male over female hierarchy – male dominance, rights over wives, daughters, 
slaves including male sexual rights 

• assumptions about women’s weakness in intellect and control of passions 

• and so capacity to exercise leadership 
 

Effective contraception has opened up women’s participation in the workforce 
 

Changing roles have led to redefining masculinity and femininity 

We recognise how socialisation beside essence has shaped gender 
 

We recognise the value of (diverse) households as contexts for nurture 

Rationally planned partnerships matter for society, more than private romance 

Households and Marriage 



Across 2000 Years 

sexual intimacy  
in the context of  

  mutual respect and love 
 procreation and child rearing in 

loving nurturing contexts – 
households 

 

 

 

 


