Spirituality and Sexuality


 By Philip Sheldrake

Spirituality is a word often difficult to pin down.  In Christian terms a working definition might be that Spirituality describes how individual and groups appropriate traditional Christian beliefs about God, the human person, creation and their inter-relationship, 

and  expresses these in worship, values and practice in every day life.

Spirituality is concerned with all dimensions of existence rather than with some kind of spiritual plane that can be distinguished from material existence. 

Sexuality  describes both  our way of being as humans and our way of relating – to ourselves and to what is other than ourselves. It is not limited to explicit sexual expression or activity. We cannot renounce sexuality, though we may renounce certain forms of sexual expression.

Problem of relating sexuality to spirituality:

Christian spiritual tradition has often used erotic language as a way of talking about relationship  between God and humanity but this has rarely led to serious attention to human sexuality as spiritual experience or practice. 


From early state of its history, Christianity has tended to treat sexuality and “the erotic” as particularly symptomatic of a world that was fallen from God. In classical Christianity it was sexual language that was useable in describing encounters with God, rather than the sexual experience.

( …………short history of Christianity  and sexuality)

Certain inheritance form Stoic philosophy

· spiritual significance was accorded to the repudiation of pleasure an to avoidance of uncontrolled passion. 

· Roman attitudes towards masculinity : need to maintain male integrity by means of detachment, self-sufficiency, autonomy and avoidance of softness.

· Human non-passibility related to the way God was increasingly seen, after the patristic period, as radically inpassible.

· Roman stoic philosophy replaced the more scriptural image of God of desire with a God distanced from the uncertainties of passion.

After reformation we see the creation of seminaries to train Roman clergy which created a culture of celibacy. This spirituality set out to inculcate in students the attitudes and behavior of spirituality of separation, and a priestly spirituality superior to the laity and the married ministers of the churches of reformation.

There is a particularly disturbing expression of disgust with human conception and women’s bodies to be found in a late seventeenth-century collection of meditations for English Roman Catholic Seminarians.

… For the manner of thy begetting is so foul that the name, nay, the slightest thought of it, defileth the purest mind, so that our Blessed Savior refused none of our miseries, but only that; and the matter so horrid, so foul, that all other dung is pleasant and grateful in respect of it; nay we dare not in discourse give  it a name, for our own shame and others offence……..


I cannot imagine any prison so dark, so straight, so loathsome, as the womb of a woman, in which the child is enclosed, and enwrapped in most foul, bloody and matterous skins or membranes, for no less, than nine months; so strained and pressed, that neither hand nor foot can he stir or move: his food, the filthy menstruous blood of his mother, a thing so nasty, and poisonous, as that what soever it toucheth, it infecteth, like the plague of lepry.. ( Meditations Collected and Ordered for hUse of the English College of Lisbo By the superiors of he same college…. From the first part, “Meditations for Beginners or for the Purgative way. The first meditation, “What is man according to his body”

In sum: For much of the Christian era the perceived precondition of a profound spirituality has been the absence of sexual activity and this become associated with spirituality as a power system built on a theology of hierarchy and exclusion (through celibate priesthood).

 TODAY

Celibate culture faces an apparent contradiction . Having developed a more positive theology of marriage in recent years, how do we avoid implying by mandatory celibacy, that committed relationships are still second class ways of serving God?

The crisis of celibate culture today is partly related to the positive changes in attitudes concerning male-female relations and relatedness in particular.

Sexuality-as-lust has been replaced by sexuality-as-relatedness.

A view of sexuality that focused on the naturally lustful male plagued by the need to relieve his sexual tensions, encouraged an over-emphasis on the male libido. 

There is now 

· a quite different  understanding of sexual expression at the service of equal human relationships.

· Desire and pleasure are increasingly seen as having spiritual potential  rather than as threats to higher ideals.

· The values of relatedness and collaboration are also increasingly experienced as central to the nature of the church and its message.  

The self:

What are positive ways of re-envisioning spirituality in relationship to human sexuality, including its active expression as path to holiness and to God/

The answer is related to our understanding of  “the self” or personhood. 


Modern western  culture sometimes suffers from a divide between interiority and exteriority, the inward and outward divide. 


Theology and spirituality in the Roman Catholic tradition have also been permeated by the Enlightenment assumptions about the self, especially the Cartesian assumptions about the knowing subject. For Descartes, the bedrock of the self of self was not in the outer world of relationships, society, the practice of everyday life or action but the “pure mind” , another version of “the soul” as a self-enclosed and protected interiority.


The post-modern image of the self is not isolated or disengaged from the social world but is in some sense brought into existence by it. Because the self exists in a complex and mobile network of relationships, there cannot be said to be such a thing as a complete or completed self. “Our identities are constituted by being in relationship.”


For the Christian this offers connections to the doctrine of Trinity. “Relatedness is not something simply external to the divine reality but is something internal to the divine life as well.”


Spiritualities that are disengaged from the world rather than committed to it, and to its transformation, fail to reflect the irrevocable commitment of God to the world in Jesus Christ. 


Incarnation also invites us to adopt a balanced approached to human nature, especially to its material dimension, the body. Christian vision of God and God’s self-disclosure, forces spirituality to accord a fundamental importance to material existence and human relationships.


The fundamental truth of our existence is that human beings and God both are rooted in mutual self-giving love. To exist consists of being-in-relationship.

Eros in God:

How does the practice of sexuality make spiritual sense and how does the practice of spirituality make sexual sense?

Agape and Eros:


Agape is disinterested love, universal love, inclusive love.


Eros is passionate, particular, exclusive love. 

There is Eros in God: His love is also specific and his love is also longing. (exclusive, jealous?


There is Eros as well as agape love in God. 

We experience our capacity to love initially always as specific and exclusive. 

Agape is not impersonal love either. It is deeply engaged and yet free from self-seeking. 

We can come to Agape only through passionate commitment of Eros.

We cannot bypass committed, particular love in search of self-transcending love.

Agape and Eros are not two loves but two qualities of one human love. Complementary aspects of love itself.

Spiritual passion for God has a close, positive relationship to other seemingly more ordinary forms of desire. Our relationship to God is expressed, embodied, in and through rather than despite our human and material commitments. 

Religion without eros will tend to reduce it to moral values and dutiful ritual.

If the eros quality of love with respect to God is rejected, the consequence of this rejection is that love toward God becomes an impossible concept replaced by mere obedience to God. 


Eros in God makes it possible to come to know the divine in the experience of human sexual relations. 

God IS erotic power properly understood. God is our capacity to love revealing itself in the matrix of human relationships.

The Human erotic:

Eros love is applicable to deeply intimate, but not genital friendship between single people who are mature. It transcends the purely physical desire but does not bypass it.


Eros love strives ultimately for union with whatever we perceive to be the source of value for us. The move towards union involves a process of transcending our sense of fragmentation and separation. 

A true Eros-love views “the other” our partner , as a subject with which we seek to be united rather than an object to be used for my pleasure and release or breeding. 

False eroticism: uncontrolled desire to draw other people to oneself. It is possessive.

True eros-love : unitive power bringing together elements that really belong to each other. 


In our experience of sexual desire, love is not primarily universal even if it is ultimately open to universality. Sexual desire is particular, passionate and embodied. In the same way, God in Jesus is revealed as passionately engaged with us. Sexual desire, if it runs deep, is similarly self-giving and committed. Yet the idea that the body language of human love is a concrete articulation of the love of God revealed in Jesus seems pretty daring to some people. How can we compare the love of God with the urgent, painful and sometimes wounding experience of human longing and passion? And so it has been commonplace to separate sex from incarnation. Many think Jesus was like us in everything but…. Sex.

