Sanctified unions. An argument for gay marriage
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| want to consider gay marriage by first reflecting on the theology of marriage, and | want to reflect on the
theology of marriage under the rubric of sanctification. This approach is consistent with the tradition of the
Orthodox Church, which regards marriage as away of participating in the divine life not by way of sexual
satisfaction but by way of ascetic self-denial for the sake of more desirable goods. Theologically understood,
marriage is not primarily for the control of lust or for procreation. It is adiscipline whereby we give ourselves to
another for the sake of growing in holiness—for, more precisely, the sake of God.

In this respect marriage and monasticism are two forms of the same discipline, as the Orthodox writer Paul
Evdokimov has argued. They are both ways of committing ourselves to others—a spouse or a monastic
community—from whom we cannot easily escape. Both the monastic and the married give themselves over to be
transformed by the perceptions of others; both seek to learn, over time, by the discipline of living with others
something about how God perceives human beings.

Rowan Williams has written, “ Grace, for the Christian believer, is atransformation that dependsin large part on
knowing yourself to be seen in a certain way: as significant, as wanted. The whole story of creation, incarnation,
and our incorporation into the fellowship of Christ’s body tells us that God desires us, asif we were God, as if
we were that unconditional response to God' s giving that God’ s [Son] makesin the life of the Trinity. We are
created [and we marry] so that we may be caught up in this, so that we may grow into the wholehearted love of
God by learning that God loves us as God loves God.” Like all forms of ascetism, thisis ahigh-risk endeavor. It
can expose the worst in people—so that it can be healed.

Sexuality, in short, isfor sanctification, that is, for God. It is to be a means by which God catches human beings
up into the community of God's Spirit and the identity of God’s child. Monogamy and monasticism are two
ways of embodying features of the triune life in which God initiates, responds to and celebrates love.

Monasticism is for people who find abodily, sexual sanctification first and foremost in the desirous perception
of God. Marriage isfor people who find themselves transformed by the desirous perception of another human
being made in God’ simage. In amarital or monastic community, the parties commit themselves to practicing
faith, hope and charity in a situation in which those virtues get plenty of opportunity to be exercised.

Thisway of understanding the Christian life obviously takes seriously the embodied character of human life.
And embodiment implies diversity. The Holy Spirit characteristically rests on bodies: the body of Christ in
Jesus, in the church, in the sacraments and in the saints. Asthe Spirit forms the bodies of human beings into the
body of Christ, she characteristically gathers the diverse and diversifies the corporate, making members of one
body.

We can see the Holy Spirit working for a harmonious diversity as she hovers over the watersin creation. Let us
suppose that “Be fruitful and multiply” applies to the commands “ L et the earth put forth vegetation” and “Let the
waters bring forth swvarms’ and “L et the earth bring forth everything that creeps upon the ground” (Gen. 1:26,
1:11, 1:20, 1:24). In al these cases, the earth and the waters bring forth things different from themselves, not just
more dirt and more water. And in al these cases, they bring forth avariety of things: one might amost translate
the phrase as “Be fruitful and diversify.”
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Christian thinkers have argued against the notion that the diversity of creatures and personsis the result of the
Fall rather than of God’s creation of a multifarious world. Aquinas represents a prominent strand of Christian
thought on this point: the earthly environment demands to be filled with an ordered variety of creatures, he said,
so that God’ s creation will not suffer the imperfection of showing gaps.

Creatures require the diversity that the Spirit rejoices to evoke. Multiplication is alwaysin God’ s hand, so that
the multiplication of the loaves and the fishes, the fruit of the virgin’s womb, the diversity of the natural world
does not overturn nature but parallels, diversifies and celebrates it. The Spirit’s transformation of the elements of
asacrament isjust a special case of the Spirit’srule over all of God' s creation.

What kind of diversity or otherness does the Spirit evoke? Does it evoke the diversity represented by
homosexual persons? Clearly, the majority opinion of the church has said no—that sort of diversity in creation is
not the work of the Spirit. But itisnot at al clear that such ajudgment is necessary.

Conservatives will suppose that by invoking the diversity of creation | am begging the question. And yet, if the
earth isto bring forth not according to its kind (more dirt) but creatures different from dirt and from each other,
and if bodily differences among creatures are intended to represent a plenum in which every niche isfilled, then
the burden of proof lies on the other side. It needs to be shown that one of God' s existing entities somehow
cannot do its part in communicating and representing God’ s goodness and do so precisely initsfinitude, by its
limitations.

What are the limits on accepting diversity as capable of representing God’ s goodness? Conservatives and liberals
would agree that a diversity evoked by the Holy Spirit must be a holy diversity, a diversity ordered to the good,
one that brings forth the fruits of the Spirit, primarily faith, hope and charity.

Given that no human beings exhibit faith, hope and charity on their own, but only in community, it is hard to
argue that gay and lesbian people ought to be left out of social arrangements, such as marriage, in which these
virtues are trained. In the words of Gregory of Nazianzus, our human limitations are intended for our good. So
too, then, the limitations ascribed to same-sex couples, or for that matter cross-sex couples: in Gregory’ s words,
their “very limitations are aform of training” toward communicating and representing the good.

The church needs both biological and adoptive parents, especially since baptism is atype of adoption. The trick
isto turn these created limits toward the appreciation of the goods represented by others. Our differences are
meant to make us yearn for and love one another. Says Williams: “The life of the Christian community has as its
rationale—if not invariably its practical reality—the task of teaching us to so order our relations that human
beings may see themselves as desired, as the occasion of joy.”

Perhaps the signal case of the blessing of diversity is God' s promise to Abraham that by him all the nations of
the earth would become blessings to one another (Gen. 18:18). The promise to Abraham interprets “ otherness”
as primarily moral, in the sense that the other is the one that sanctifies—difference isintended for blessing.

Under conditions of sin, otherness can lead to curse rather than blessing, to hostility rather than hospitality.
Certainly there has been enough cursing and hostility to go around in the sexuality debates. But as created,
othernessis intended for blessing and hospitality.

For large sections of various Christian traditions, blessing does not float overhead. Sanctification comes through
concrete practices of asceticism, a discipline or training through which lesser goods serve greater ones. This
asceticism is not a bizarre, antiquated Christian weirdness. Americans are already deeply if sometimes
mistakenly invested in one kind of asceticism: dieting and working out at the gym are physical disciplines that
are supposed to bring spiritual benefits. Indeed, they are supposed by some to bring the greatest of these, love.



Surely there are more effective disciplines than those.

To reflect trinitarian holiness, sanctification must involve community. It involves commitments to a community
from which one can’'t easily escape, whether monastic, nuptial or congregational. (The New Testament devalues
commitments to one’' s family of origin.) Even hermits and solitaries tend to follow the liturgy, the community’s
prayer. The first hermit, Anthony the Great, emerged from solitude with an increased sociality, so that people
were drawn to him. His “heart had achieved total transparency to others’ (in the words of Peter Brown).

Gay and leshian people who commit themselves to a community—to a church, or to one another as partners—do
S0 to seek greater goods, to embark upon a discipline, to donate themselves to a greater social meaning. Living
out these commitments under conditions of sin, in acommunity from which one can’t easily escape—especially
a community such as marriage and monasticism—is not likely to be straightforwardly improving. The
community from which one can't easily escape is morally risky. It tends to expose the worst in people. The hope
isthat community exposes the worst in people in order that the worst can be healed.

Christians will see such healing as the work of Christ. Many Christian traditions portray Christ as a physician
who must probe people’ s woundsin order to heal them. For example, St. Romanos the Melodist offersthis
account of Christ explaining his mission to his mother at the foot of the cross:

Be patient alittle longer, Mother, and you will see

how, like aphysician, . . . | treat their wounds,

cutting with the lance their calluses and their scabs.

And | take [the] vinegar, | apply it as astringent to the
wound,

when with the probe of the nails | have investigated the
cut, | shall plug it with the cloak.

And, with my cross as a splint,

| shall make use of it, Mother, so that you may chant with
understanding,

“By suffering he has abolished suffering,

my Son and my God”

—from On the Lament of the Mother of God

For the risk of commitment to be worth it and to have the best chance of success, the community must have
plenty of time and be made up of the right sort of people. Growth takes a lifetime. The right sort of people are
those who will succeed in exposing and healing one another’ s flaws.

For gay and lesbian people, the right sort of othernessis unlikely to be represented by someone of the opposite
sex, because only someone of the apposite, not opposite, sex will get deep enough into the relationship to expose
one’ s vulnerabilities and inspire the trust that healing requires. The crucial question is, What sort of created
diversity will lead one to holiness?

The answer is no doubt as various as creation itself. But certainly same-sex couples find the right spur to
vulnerability, self-exposure, and the long and difficult commitment over time to discover themselvesin the
perceptions of another—they find all thisin someone of the same sex. Theologically, says theologian David
McCarthy, a homosexual orientation is this: “Gay men and lesbians are persons who encounter the other (and
thus themselves) in relation to persons of the same sex.” Some people, therefore, are called to same-sex
partnerships for their own sanctification. Opposite-sex partnerships wouldn’t work for them, because those
would evade rather than establish the right kind of transformative vulnerability.



The difference between members of a same-sex coupleis not “merely psychological,” but also an embodied
difference, if only because sexual response is nothing if not something done bodily. Difference cannot be
reduced to male-female complementarity, because that would leave Jesus a deficient human being. Jesus did not
need afemale other half to be fully human. (This point raises the issue of what singlenessisfor, but that’s a
guestion for another day.)

If this account is correct, then it turns out that conservatives wish to deprive same-sex couples not so much of
satisfaction as of sanctification. But that is contradictory, because so far as| know no conservative has ever
serioudly argued that same-sex couples need sanctification any less than cross-sex couples do. It is at least
contradictory to attempt in the name of holiness to deprive people of the means of their own sanctification.

Conservatives often claim it’s dangerous to practice homosexuality, because it might be asin. | want to propose
that the danger runs both ways. It is more than contradictory, it may even be resisting the Spirit, to attempt to
deprive same-sex couples of the discipline of marriage and not to celebrate same-sex weddings. | don’t mean this
kind of rhetoric to insult others or forestall discussion. | just mean that the danger of refusing to celebrate loveis
real.

And again Jesus spoke to them in parables, saying, “The kingdom of heaven may be compared to a
king who gave awedding feast to his son, and sent his servants to those who were invited to the
marriage feast; but they would not come. Again he sent other servants, saying, “ Tell those who are
invited, Behold, | have made ready my dinner, my oxen and my fat calves are killed, and everything
is ready; come to the marriage feast.” But they made light of it and went off . . . Then he said to his
servants, . . . “Go therefore to the thoroughfares, and invite to the marriage feast as many as you
find. And . . . so the wedding hall was filled with guests. But when the king camein to look at the
guests, he saw there a man who had no wedding garment; and he said to him, “Friend, how did you
get in here without a wedding garment?’ And he was speechless. Then the king said to the
attendants, “Bind him hand and foot, and cast him into the outer darkness; there men will weep and
gnash their teeth” (Matt. 22:1-13).

Not to celebrate same-sex weddings may also be morally dangerous.



