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- Essay Outline - 

I.  Our Body-selves as Hermeneutics:  What we might expect concerning the humanity of Jesus regarding his sexuality.

A.  Dale Martin on a Hermeneutics of Embodiment

B.  Theodore Jennings on a Hermeneutics of Embodiment
II.  Our Body-selves as Spiritual:  That the Incarnation of Jesus, his humanity no less sexual than our own, speaks to what we might expect concerning our day-to-day relationship with God, that God in some sense meets us in our being as sexual beings and communes with us in our sexual acts.

A.  Until now, Christianity has maintained a dichotomy between the body and the spirit.

B.  Queer theologians, in view of the Incarnation, are saying, in some sense, our body-selves – even our sexual acts – is a sphere where there is a God-us meeting.  

C.  Stuart warns that queer theologians absorb God into themselves;  Nelson, on the other hand,  shows the difference between unity with God and unification with God.

III. Conclusion:  When contemplating the Incarnation from the stand point of our body-selves, Jesus was no less a sexual being than we are.

How the Realization that We are "Body-selves" Impacts upon our Understanding of the Incarnation

by Steve Parelli
Contemporary Christians are creating new forms of spirituality based in reflection on embodied human experience.  Forms of spirituality always reflect the particular historical situation in which they arise.  -  Christine E. Gudorf, 1994, p 217
I.  Our Body-selves as Hermeneutics:  What we might expect concerning the humanity of Jesus regarding his sexuality.
A.  Dale Martin on a Hermeneutics of Embodiment
"Jesus," says Dale Martin, "has been a figure of ambiguous sexuality" [Martin 2006:91].  Should questions "about Jesus' sexual desires" [Martin 2006:91] even be asked?  Content with asking the question, Martin's purpose of raising the question in the first place is to show that "historical criticism," the hermeneutical premise of modern Biblical interpretation, can not give us a final definitive answer.  "Historical research . . . can give us no secure answer" [Martin 2006:92].  

Martin, not throwing the proverbial baby out with the bathwater, employs "historical criticism" in addressing the sexuality of Jesus, but only by imbedding it in four "different interpretive methods" (not that these are the only four possible interpretive methods) [Martin 2006:92].

Without Martin saying so in so many words ("Texts don't mean.  People mean with texts."  [Martin 2006:1]), it can be observed that each of these four interpretive methods has this in common:  the reader brings to the text his/her "body-self" ["our bodies-as-selves," Nelson 1978:20] (either the present day "body-self" or the "body-self" of former times in church history) as the context in which to read the life of Jesus as a sexual being.   Martin is asking the reader to do what Nelson describes as "Christian theologizing" from the starting point of "our physical bodies" which includes "our sexual bodies" [Nelson 1978:20].  Nelson explains that a theology of sex is developed by implementing "two directions appropriate" to the study.  The first movement is from the "Christian faith to sexuality."  The second movement is from "our own experience as sexual persons" to the Christian faith [Nelson 1978:200].  It is this second movement that characterizes the four interpretive methods Martin uses in discussing the question of the sex life of the Incarnate one, Jesus of Nazareth.

The four interpretive methods he uses, which are to some degree what English teachers call "reading strategies" (to read a reading with one key thought in mind) are:  the popular imagination, the historical imagination, the patristic imagination, and the gay imagination.  

The first, the popular imagination, reads the sex life of Jesus from primarily a present-day Western heterosexual point of view.  It is "speculative," says Martin:  What might his sex life have been like?  The Last Temptation of Christ, The Da Vinci Code and Jesus Christ Superstar are all examples of this – reading the sex life of Christ from our present-day popular, common, shared (primarily heterosexual) sexual self-experiences.  The second, the historical imagination (which may seem closer to "historical research" than the other interpretive methods though Martin doesn't say that) imagines the sex life Jesus may have lived from what we know of the sex lives of people from his own time by using such sources as the Secret Gospel of Mark, the Dead Sea Scrolls, our understanding of ancient Judaism, and other sources [Martin 2006:94-97].  The "movement" (Nelson) is the same:  from known sex lives (our body-selves, albeit in antiquity, to the sex life of Jesus, the Incarnate).  The patristic imagination, the third interpretive method, sets the Gospel texts in the context of the Church Fathers' writings about sex (which writings represent their understanding of their body-selves).  

Finally, the gay imagination (Martin:  "I want to make it quite clear that I privilege none of these imaginations.  In fact, one of my most important points is that all of them are 'imaginations' " [Martin 2006:92].).  Here, the homosexual reads the Gospel texts of the life of Christ in the context of his own sexuality, seeing in the text whatever may indicate to him or her that the sex life of Jesus, the Incarnate one, was homoerotic with desire. Reading from our body-selves, the text yields the possibility that Jesus may have acted upon those desires with a (significant) other.  
B.  Theodore Jennings on a Hermeneutics of Embodiment

Like Martin, Theodore W. Jennings, Jr., observes "distinct strategies of [gay] reading" [Jennings 2003:6] in which he "contend[s] that the Jesus tradition contains a good deal that is relevant to the discussion of same-sex erotic relationships, and that all of it is positive" [Jennings 2003:8].  And like Nelson's body-self movement toward faith, Jennings' "rereading [of] the biblical materials" is "an appropriation of the Bible that is not afraid of the body or of the erotic" which is "a liberating word to all persons, including 'straights,' concerning the place of the erotic in our lives" [Jennings 2003:5].

Jennings marks four "levels" of gay reading strategies in an ascending order, from level 1 to level 4, of lesser to greater significance and impact.  The first two levels are reading strategies that "contest," says Jennings.  "The first level of a gay-affirming reading" [Jennings 2003:6] contests the traditional interpretations of "a couple of verses of Leviticus together with a couple of verses of Paul" [Jennings 2003:8]  which Jennings says is a "drastic reduction of biblical texts" [Jennings 2003:8]. The second level of a gay-affirming reading strategy contests a reading of the biblical material "that suggests the privileging of heterosexual institutions" [Jennings 2003:7].

"Break[ing] with the defensive strategy" [Jennings 2003:7] of the first two levels which are "important but insufficient" [Jennings 2003:6] and which "give greater plausibility than is deserved to the traditional (mis)reading of the Bible" [Jennings 2003:8], Jennings focuses on levels three and four.  For Jennings, a level three and four gay-affirming rereading of the biblical text will show that "the preponderance of the evidence . . . includes and affirms homoerotic desire and relationships" [Jennings 2003:8]. 

The third level rereads biblical "relationships" like that of David and Jonathan or that of Naomi and Ruth to "be construed as gay in some sense" [Jennings 2003:7].  Jennings calls this a "pro-gay" reading.  The fourth level is a rereading of the "the texts from the perspective of a contemporary gay or queer sensibility . . . by taking seriously the point of view of contemporary [gay] readers" [Jennings 2003:7].  "This reading goes beyond" the first three reading strategies [Jennings 2003:7].

Jennings, rereading the relationship of Jesus and John using the fourth level reading strategy of queer sensibility, finds the relationship to be "the physical and emotional intimacy of lovers" [Jennings 2003:54].  Jennings says "we have no idea how the love of Jesus for his disciple came to sexual expression.  We do know the public fact:  they were lovers.  And we know that the text does not lead us to believe that this affection was limited in principle to nonbodily expression" [Jennings 2003:64].   

Like Martin, Jennings has not discarded historical research [Jennings 2003:34] and neither does he "conclude that the text supposes that Jesus and his beloved were 'homosexual' in the modern sense."  Jennings says "antiquity does know of relationships between persons of the same sex that were erotic and that may have been given expression through specific sexual practices" [Jennings 2003:35].  

According to Jennings, in comparison to the synoptic Gospels (Matthew, Mark and Luke), in John's account "the flesh is more fleshly, the spirit more spirited, and the two are one" [Jennings 2003:63].  "Far from celebrating a disembodied reality, the text [of the Gospel of John] insists on the becoming flesh, the em-body-ment of the truth" [Jennings 2003:62].  What Jennings is showing is that the over-all tenor of the Gospel of John does correspond with the notion that "for lovers the flesh is the expression of the spirit – [that] these domains are  not opposed or separated but rather are intensifications of one another" [Jennings 2003:63].  So, for Jennings, in that the "enfleshment of the word" must include "the human sphere of sexuality" [Jennings 2003:74]; and in that the love between lovers finds its expression in the sphere of sexuality [Jennings 2003:74]; and that this same-sex sexual expression does not violate the norms of marriage (in New Testament times) nor does it "engage one in the perpetuation of social institutions of the world" such as marriage itself; then it is not difficult to conceive that Jesus and John could have expressed their love for one another sexually [Jennings 2003:74].

II.  Our Body-selves as Spiritual:  That the Incarnation of Jesus, his humanity no less sexual than our own, speaks to what we might expect concerning our day-to-day relationship with God, that God in some sense meets us in our being as sexual beings and communes with us in our sexual acts.
A.  Until now, Christianity has maintained a dichotomy between the body and the spirit.
Nancy Wilson, in her chapter on "A Queer Theology of Sexuality," says we must explore in ourselves the connection of sexuality and spirituality.  We have failed to consider this until now because we have failed to see in the Incarnation of Jesus "anything" that might give the least hint of sexuality because of "our distorted view of sexuality."  We have "dehumanized" Jesus by "desexing" him.  That Jesus would have "no sexual desires, longings, or experiences is utterly dehumanizing."  We have, by our own making, an Incarnation in which "the 'fullness of God' and human sexuality cannot cohabit in the person of Jesus," and by projection or by implication, neither "in any of us."  Our body-selves is a dichotomy:  the spiritual and the sexual are departmentalized.  [Wilson 1995:248.]

Virginia Ramey Mollenkott, in her book Sensuous Spirituality: Out from Fundamentalism, says "the ancient Jews did not separate the sacred from sexuality, the ultimate from the intimate . . . the noble heavenly rational love" from the "dishonorable bodily vulgar love" of Plato's Symposium [Mollenkott 1993:103].  

Christian E. Gudorf, in his chapter "Regrounding Spirituality in Embodiment" says that, until the twentieth century, Christianity focused on "an otherworldly, ascetic spirituality in which materiality, and especially sexuality, were suspicious, if not actually sinful" [Gudorf 1994:217].  Peter Brown, in his scholarly historical account of the early church's renunciation of sex (from which it appears we've not yet fully recovered), introduces us to our erotophobic forefathers in the faith.  Clement of Alexandria, for example, at the end of the second century, wrote that whereas the Greek philosophers teach us how "to resist passion," the Christian must take it a step further:  "our ideal [as Christians]," wrote Clement, "is not to experience [sexual] desire at all"  [Brown 1998:31].
The church in the twentieth century, says Gudorf, has made "inroad on that tradition."  

Our body-selves "can reveal the divine" and "the experience of body pleasure" teaches us to "trust and love others, including God" [Gudorf 1994:217-218].

B.  Queer theologians, in view of the Incarnation, are saying, in some sense, our body-selves – even our sexual acts – is a sphere where there is a God-us meeting.  
Rowan Williams, in his article "The Body's Grace," recounts a fictional character named Sarah, who, after a causal sexual encounter with Clark which was marked with some "tenderness," realizes that "she had entered her body's grace."  Through this somewhat positive sexual encounter, her body-self became the means through which Sarah received "grace." "Grace, for the Christian believer, is a transformation that depends in large part on knowing yourself to be seen in a certain way:  as significant, as wanted" by another.  Williams parallels this body-self experience of Sarah being desired and wanted by Clark, with God's desire for humankind.  Perhaps we have here, either actually or in seminal form, what Gudorf says, that the body-self can reveal the divine. 

Williams shows, that in matters of mutual sexual desire, one's sexual arousal towards the other is heightened (to further sexual arousal) as the other perceives that the arousal in the first is attached to the other as object of desire and is, in turn, sexually aroused responsively to the first as an object of desire as well as sexually aroused by the first's arousal to the other.   This is what Williams refers to as "the perception of another" or "to let oneself be formed by the perception of another."  Williams terms this "the discovery of sexual joy" (when speaking of committed lovers) and summarizes the means of obtaining this me-you, you-me escalating desire as conditioned on being receptive to "the perception of the other."   Perhaps we have here Gurdorf's "trust and love" component of sexual body pleasure.

While The Act of Marriage (1976) may have been a breakthrough for the sex lives of married evangelicals in America more than thirty years ago ("mutual pleasure and enjoyment are God's purpose in designing us as He did [as sexual beings]" [LaHay 1976:21]), queer theologians, in view of the Incarnation, are saying something more today:  In some sense, our body-selves – even our sexual acts – is a sphere where there is a God-us meeting.  The "mutual-pleasure-and-enjoyment" sex-acts of the evangelical message is a you-me relationship only (albeit of God as a gift from God).   Fine, as far as that goes, but, according to queer theologians, our body-selves (our sexual selves and acts) has some aspect of the God-me relationship (in view of the Incarnation) as well as a world-me dimension (of love, justice and peace).

Goss, in his discussion of Joe Kramers' sexual techniques, asserts that good sex "throws men into a state of transcendental experience where they make connections to God, partner(s), and life" [Goss 2002:65]   Quoting Jay Johnson, he says the erotic may be seen as "a longing within us for God" [Goss 2002:56].

C.  Stuart warns that queer theologians absorb God into themselves;  Nelson, on the other hand,  shows the difference between unity with God and unification with God.
Elizabeth Stuart raises a red flag.  She argues that "sexuality as essential to human personhood and containing the truth of that personhood" is one of several "assumptions . . . that render[s] gay theology bankrupt, incapable of delivering" [Stuart 2003:28].  She sees gay theology as "fall[ing] too easily into the trap of identifying God with the self and absorbing the Other into oneself."  Spirituality "becomes the mirror-god simply reflecting our own image . . . repeating our own words back to us."  [Stuart 2003:29.]

For Stuart, following Schleiermacher's definition, spirituality is a "feeling of absolute dependence" which is "the point of contact between humanity and divinity."  Stuart understands gay theologians to say that "the point of contact between humanity and divinity" is "a feeling of self-worth grounded in one's sexual identity" which, in her opinion, results in an airtight seal from "other selves" [Stuart 2003:30].

Perhaps James Nelson brings some clarity or balance to Stuart's objection in his discussion on communion.  Nelson says sexuality, at its deepest level, is about communion – communion "of the self with other body-selves and with God."  But, he is careful to note that "communion does not mean absorption" (which is Stuart's concern). Intercourse "is a matter of participation rather than possession;" and "unity is not unification."  Nelson would say that the problem gay theologians are addressing is the problem of "dichotomy between the body-self and God."  When there is this dichotomy, "an experiential awareness of divine immanence" is lost.  "God is no longer experienced . . . as a vital indwelling presence . . . " [Nelson 1978:34].  Dichotomy, here, is the idea that there are "unresolved fundamental distinctions [between the body-self and God] which preclude communion."  It is this dichotomy that must be resolved so that one's religious experience (or lack thereof) can move past the subject-object dichotomy to subject-subject polarity.  "Polarity is the creative difference and creative tension between elements bound together in communion."  True communion retains polarity.  

Nelson speaks of a physical, emotional and spiritual intertwining of the two selves (two lovers) in which "the body-self is united with the beloved partner" and in which polarity (subject-subject with its difference and tension) is retained.  "Each self respects the other's identity, not confusing it with its own wishes or fantasies.  In the ecstasy of mutual giving and receiving, uniquenesses and creative differences remain" [Nelson 1978:35].

This communion of the lover and the beloved, according to Nelson, is more than a picture (or "an analogy") of our communion with God, it is, the act itself, actual communion with God.  This is because God "is the in-betweeness of self and self."  Communion of the two lovers – which is also in some sense communion with God – "nurtures such communion in other types of human experience"  [Nelson 1978:35].

However, if we take an earlier comment Nelson made (quoting from Gagnon and Simon, 1968) when commenting on "the right-wing and left-wing varieties of the Freudian-biological approach," we have this mitigating observation which brings us a bit closer to Stuart:  "The significance of sexuality is exactly in proportion to its perceived significance" [Nelson 1978:29].

III.  Conclusion:  When contemplating the Incarnation from the stand point of our body-selves, Jesus was no less a sexual being than we are.

In conclusion, Jesus was no less a sexual being than we are.  That's the significance of our body-selves when contemplating the Incarnation.  After twenty centuries of saying "no" – and now saying "yes" to our sexual bodies – the Incarnation has taken on a huge sexual significance.
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