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What If Love Mattered More Than Sex

Song of Solomon 4:1-7; I John 4:7-12

Sunday, January 30, 2011

Rev. J. Douglas Paterson

What if love mattered more than Sex? That’s our third question in this “What If” sermon series. We already talked about “What if there were no God,” and “What if Jesus wanted to be followed more than worshipped.” In both cases I brought in astrophysicists to help us with some understanding. I don’t think I’m going to need to do that this week. I’m not sure if astrophysicists have much to say on our topic, even though love and sex can be an out of this world experience.

Now there might be some of you who can’t believe I just said that from the pulpit, or that sex is actually part of my sermon title. Even the word “sex” sends off alarm bells in some of our minds. It almost sounds dirty. It’s taboo. It is not to be talked about in polite company. Which to some degree I think is true. We don’t always have to talk about sex, but you couldn’t prove that by the content of TV, movies, songs, and comedy. But we often neglect to talk about sex in a good and healthy and faithful way – where sex needs to be talked about. And that neglect is true in large part, I fear, because of what the traditional Christian stance has been on sex.

So, we ask the question, “What if love mattered more than sex?” Well as one astute parishioner commented when they saw the title of this sermon in the up coming sermon series, “If love mattered more than sex, the human race would have died out a long time ago.” How true. I’m not here to tell you that sex is unimportant. It is very important if for no other reason than it is God’s grand design of ongoing creation, which God called “good.”

However, I do think there is an obsession with sex that is unhealthy, which lands on two sides of the spectrum. There is of course the pornography, which seems innocent enough when viewing in the privacy of one’s own abode. But it reduces the other to just an object. Not to be loved, but to be used. It neglects that the industry is based upon devaluing and debasing another human being. It ignores the fact that the pornography industry is one of servitude, slavery, and abuse. It denies the addictive power of pornography that ruins and destroys lives. There is zero good that comes from that side of the spectrum of unhealthy sexual obsession.

But that’s not what this sermon is about. I want to address the other side of the spectrum of unhealthy sexual obsession. And that is the side that the Christian Church has historically found itself – that sex is bad and only has its usefulness in a very narrow understanding of it.

Case in point: Philip Gulley tells a story in his book “If The Church Were Christian” about an experience he had when he was a young student pastor. An elder of the meeting, that is one of the leaders of the church (he was Quaker), approached him with information that a man and woman in the congregation, both of whom were widowed, had begun living together. The couple were well into their eighties, had sort of a rough go in their lives, but in their final years they had been fortunate enough to meet and develop a friendship, which eventually blossomed into a deep and mutual love. And they were living together, unmarried.
So, this elder asked Gulley, “Did you know they were not married? Did you know they were living in sin? I think you should go talk to them.” Well, as a young and inexperienced pastor, one has the tendency to jump when someone whom you think has power and authority over you says jump.

The short of it is that he was warmly welcomed into their modest home. He quickly experienced and understood the love and devotion they had for one another. He heard about their respective children and deceased spouses. And he took the opportunity to talk about their relationship and his willingness to marry them.

The response, however, was simple. They couldn’t afford to. The only thing they had to live on was their social security, which wasn’t much, and they would lose half of that if they were to get married. It was evident they loved one another. They would be lonely without one another, and Gulley gracefully received their relationship and why it had to be this way.

The fun part, of course, was having to report back to the elder at church who asked about it the following Sunday in church. Gulley explained the financial setback that would incur if married, and suggested to the elder that he reimburse them their loss of income so they could marry. That wasn’t well received.

What he noticed is that this particular gentleman, this elder of the church, seemed to be the sex police of the congregation, roundly condemning sex outside of marriage, homosexuals, divorce, dancing, and any other activity that he deemed sexual in nature, which led Gulley to wonder how he ever fathered his children.

As Gulley summarizes, many Christians seem to think sex is the greatest threat to the reign of God, to be endured, not enjoyed, and then only within the narrowest of confines for the purposes of procreation. This is the other side of the spectrum of unhealthy sexual obsession, as far as I am concerned. Our sexuality is a God given gift to be joyfully received. Granted, best experienced within the confines of a committed loving relationship, if not marriage, but not a necessary evil.

So, when I ask the question, “What if love mattered more than sex,” I am not suggesting sex should be unimportant in matters of love. Quite the opposite, I am suggesting that Christians concentrate on the life-giving love two people have for one another in a committed relationship and get over our obsession and narrow understanding of sexual sin.

I know we come honestly by our negative attitudes about sexuality. For some reason we have overemphasized and perhaps misappropriated the interpretation of very few scripture passages that would put a negative spin on our sexuality.

We have Paul, great St. Paul, who if not for his great faith and zeal derived from his experience with the risen Christ, I am not sure we would have the Christian Church as we know it today. But he also had aversion to marriage, and in his letter to the church in Corinth recommended celibacy as the more perfect way to live out one’s faith. Fortunately, he was not unreasonable. If one is going to be wracked and consumed with passion, better to marry (I Cor. 7:8-9). I think only the Roman Catholic Church has carried on the tradition of celibacy. But even they see it as a special calling, not meant as a normal way of life and faith.
I think when we begin to contrast Paul’s sour assessment of intimacy with the lyrical and almost erotic prose of the Song of Solomon (for which Christians throughout the centuries have wondered how that snuck into the Bible), we begin to see how long a shadow Paul cast on what God intended to be a delight and joy.
And then there is the story of Adam and Eve in which nudity, sin, and shame are closely linked. Prior to their sin of disobedience, Adam and Eve were naked, but “not ashamed.” It was only after they disobeyed God that they are aware of their nudity and shamed by it and covered themselves. The inference is clear – nudity is a source of shame, an indication of human brokenness and failure.

I have a different take on it. I just figured Adam and Eve were about 50 years old and they just discovered that their bodies didn’t look like they did when they were 20. Let me tell you, I’m feeling their shame. I like clothes. I used to run around in a Speedo and think nothing of it. But now, I’m all in favor of a full-body swimsuit for men to come into fashion. I know there are others who agree with me, and they are probably mostly women.
After Noah saved his family and animals from God’s destruction of the earth with water, there is a story in Genesis 9 of a time when Noah got hammered – passed out drunk. Ham, one of Noah’s sons accidently saw him splayed naked in his tent. For it, Ham was cursed by Noah, condemning him and his decedents to be slaves to the descendents of his brothers. For centuries Christians have used that to justify slavery – a result of a certain accidental sexual impropriety. Never mind Noah’s inappropriate abuse of alcohol. How have we misappropriated the interpretation of Scripture to such extremes – skewing bad behavior in to something good, and something good into bad behavior?

And perhaps for us in the 21st century, this question – “What if love mattered more than sex,” – this inappropriate obsession with sex as a great taboo comes to focus in our discussion around homosexuality. Now we have dealt with that here in this church. Long before I came here there was a lay-led grass roots effort for us to take a closer look at the general Christian teaching on homosexuality as an inappropriate expression of sexuality. It was four years ago this weekend that I gave a sermon on why I did not think a correct understanding of Scripture supports our attitude that homosexuality is a sin. We studied this for over a year as a congregation. And as a congregation decided that Jesus and Scripture were more interested about how we loved one another, as opposed to how we have sex with one another – that love did matter more than sex.

But so often, again to quote Philip Gulley, “It’s as if the church has arrested development and has failed to grow into a healthy understanding of the sexual dimension of life. It is reminiscent of teens who’ve been told they shouldn’t engage in sex, but nevertheless think of it regularly, then are ashamed for an impulse that is natural and human… The church’s failure to develop, model, and articulate a healthy perception of sex confirms the suspicion of many in the modern world that the church is not a credible witness to the reality of life.”

To say that the church should care more about love and less about sex, I think would suggest that the Church’s preoccupation with sex has had a detrimental effect on the Church’s well-being. Historically the Church has dealt with sexual intimacy by demonizing it or ignoring it, neither of which is helpful in the Church’s or an individual’s journey toward wholeness.

If the Church’s priorities were to shift toward love and away from sex as a sin, it would be better equipped to undertake the better questions: What are the characteristics of gracious and mutual love? Are these qualities confined to marriages? Can people be deeply committed to each other without a religious or legal affirmation of their love? How is our sexuality best expressed?
I think Christianity’s inability to deal openly and graciously with our sexuality only deepens and prolongs rejection, sexual discrimination, and homophobia. Our inability to address sexual intimacy as a good gift also prevents us from addressing its abuses, especially when that occurs within the confines of a marriage. Blessed by the Church. But that opens up a whole other topic, and we don’t have time to get into that.

In some ways the Church acts like a teenager when it comes to sex, while the rest of the world matures around us. People searching for fullness of life and joy, for a relevant and reasonable faith, will look elsewhere. Even though focused through the lens of love in Jesus, the church has so much to offer the world.

I didn’t mean just to tack this on to the end of the sermon, but I can’t think of a better mantra with which to close.
Friends, let us love one another, for love is of God, and everyone who loves is born of God. The one who does not love is not born of God, for God is love. (1st John 4:7-8)
I pray it will be so in your life and in mine. Amen. 
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