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Comparative Africa 



Our world contains a perplexing diversity of religious traditions; 

increasingly, representative congregations or conclaves of these 

traditions can be found in any major city. A religion will offer a 

diagnosis of what it wants to tell us in our deep and paralyzing 

problem; consequently, it also offers a solution. This combination 

of diagnosis-and-cure itself makes assumptions about what there is, 

what can be known, and what has positive worth. It inherently 

contains the seeds of a full-grown worldview. At the very least, it 

contains commitments as to what there is, what must be known, 

and what has worth that can be consistently developed into some 

worldviews but not into others. In a precise understanding, a 

religion is a conceptual system that provides an in terpretation of the 

world and the place of human beings in it; bases an account of how 

life should be lived given that interpretation, and expresses this 

interpretation and lifestyle in a set of rituals, institutions, and 

practices. It is the encyclopaedia of living and at times it is 

confused with culture, which it is not. In Africa, and specifically 

Kenya; religion has always been a unifying factor, a pillar to which 

the society developed its understanding of nature and as such, 

became creative in their modalities of survival. Religion was the 

relationship to the supernatural; it was a connection to God.   

 

There has been a tendency for Westerners to speak of Egyptian 

religion and African religion as if these were two separate entities. 

What this creates is a false dichotomy on the African continent, 

where Egypt is divorced from the rest of Africa or, to put it another 

way, Kemet is divorced from Nubia, as if there is neither contiguity 

nor continuity; one cannot isolate Egypt from Africa any more than 

one can isolate a Christian Rome from a Christian Britain. Two 

different nations that practice the same religion with different 

accents and inclinations can be found on every continent. Egypt, or 

Kemet as it was called in the ancient times, is an African natio n in 

the sense that the continental memory and cultural products are 

similar to those found throughout the continent. 

 

The Supreme God stands alone in the African tradition. As the 

most ancient Africans believed, the aim of humans was to maintain 

balance, order, and harmony to continue to beat back chaos. One 

sees this at the beginning of religious history in the relations hip of 

the people of Egypt to their divinities. This is possible because the 
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Supreme God also made possible lesser divinities whose job it was 

to assist humans in the maintenance of harmony. A Supreme Deity 

is the progenitor of all other deities. For example, Nyankopon, the 

truly great Nyame, is personified by the sun in the culture of the 

Akan, the dynamic centre of the state as the sun is of the sky. He is 

the creator of all gods, and so many golden objects are symbolic of 

his radiance. The Queen Mother is the daughter of the moon, but 

only the Supreme Deity is said to be a progenitor of gods. 

 

In Africa, the world exists as a place full of energy, dynamism, and 

life, and the holding back of chaos by harmonizing the spirit world 

is the principal task of the human being in keeping with nature. In 

the African world, spirits exist. This is not a debatable issue in most 

African societies. The existence of spirits that are employed in the 

maintenance of balance and harmony represents the continuous 

search for equilibrium. 

 

The idea that a creator exists is also at the base of this African 

reality. In fact, African people have lived with the name of a 

Supreme Deity much anciently than any other people; because the 

first humans who responded to the unknown with the 

announcement of awe originated on the African continent. This is 

not just true in the sense of oral tradition, but in historical time we 

know that the names of Bes, Ptah, Atum, Ra, Amen, Khnum, Set, 

Ausar, and Auset are among the oldest names for divinities in the 

world. 

 

The African Supreme Being, however, rarely plays a role in the 

daily activities of the people. No one would even think of knowing 

this being or trying to know him or her as “a personal saviour.” 

The Abrahamic deity of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam is quite 

different from the African God of Yoruba, Zulu, and Dholuo.  

 

Who could fathom the possibilities of the Creator being involved 

on a personal level with humans? How could one have a personal 

relationship with God? How could God be a dictator in human life? 

These questions have resulted to the endless myths, stories, 

legends, and narratives that are created by the various branches of 

popular African religions everywhere. 
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What is believed intensely all over the continent of Africa is that 

the Supreme Being, who could be male, female, or both, created the 

universe, animals, and human beings, but soon retreated from any 

direct involvement in the affairs of humans. In some cas es in 

Africa, the Supreme Being does not finish the creation; it is left to 

other deities to complete. Among the Yoruba, this delegation of 

creation appears when Olorun, the owner of the sky, the Supreme 

God, starts the creation of the universe and then leaves it to 

Obatala, a lesser deity, to complete the task. Among the Herero of 

Namibia, the Supreme God, Omukuru, the Great One, Njambi 

Kurunga, withdrew into the sky after creating lesser divinities and 

humans. There are neither temples nor shrines to the God of Gods 

among most people in Africa. In most cases, the lesser divinities 

are worshipped, revered, loved, and feared. Why should an Akan 

person fear Almighty God Nyankopon or the Yoruba people 

become frightened of Olorun or the Herero be scared of Omukuru? 

 

Only at the most critical moment when it seems the entire universe 

is topsy-turvy or the cosmos may fail will the African person appeal 

to the Creator God. Of course, this situation is not expected. It is 

probably best summed up by the behaviour of the Ewe of southern 

Ghana, who do not invoke the name of Dzingbe, the Universal 

Father, unless there is a drought. With a drought comes the 

possibility that there will be no food, and if there is no food, there 

will be no life. It is a time of severe crisis . They might then say, 

“Universal Father, Dzingbe, who rules the sky, to whom we are 

grateful, mighty is the drought and we are suffering; let it rain, let 

the earth be refreshed, let the fields be resurrected and the people 

prosper!” Otherwise, they do not bother the awesome Dzingbe. 

 

Ancestors appear more important on a daily basis than the Supreme 

Deity. It is the ancestors who must be feared, who must be 

appeased, and to whom appeals must be directed; they are the ones 

who must be invoked and revered because they are the agents of 

transformation. In effect, the ancestors know the people; they have 

lived among them and have a keen insight into the nature of 

ordinary lives. A person’s life can change drastically if he or she 

does not pay proper homage to the ancestors. Some ancestors are 

more powerful than others, but all are essentially concerned about 

the well-being of the society. 
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A Vodun priest in Benin was once asked, “Where is the house of 

God?” to which he replied, “Here, all around us. God cannot live 

in a mere house made by men .” It was on the continent of Africa 

where humans first built temples hoping to house the spirit of God. 

But this was soon abandoned as the philosophical understanding 

increased to the point where priests recognized that the Supreme 

Deity could not live in a finite house. One could not build a house 

massive enough to contain the creator. Karnak  temple in Egypt is 

the world’s largest religious site. But after Karnak  and Gebel 

Barkal, Africa built no religious structure as large ever again, and 

no other people have built anything as large as these two temples 

devoted to Amen. 

 

The spiritual African knows that the Supreme Deity cannot be 

contained. Thus, Lake Bosumtwe is a huge, perfect circle lake, but 

it does not hold the Supreme Deity. It is sacred, but even the lake 

cannot house the Great Nyankapon.  

 

Nzambi Mpungu, the Supreme Creator of the Bakongo people of 

the Congo, is invisible and omnipotent, but he cannot be contained. 

He intervenes in the creation of every person, indeed, in the 

creation of everything. Humans render him no worship because he 

has need of none and is inaccessible anyway. Therefore, Nzambi, 

the sovereign master, cannot be approached. Yet it is Nzambi who 

watches every human being and then takes him or her out of life 

into death. Families have small shrines in many societies, and the 

father, mother, or head of family may simply salute the Supreme 

Deity who created Heaven, the sun, and the Earth, but for strategic 

living in the community of humans, it is the lineage deity and 

kinship ancestors that are most important. 

 

The Mwari Triad of the Shona who live in the Belingwe region see 

the deity Mwari as the father, mother, and son. This deity is related 

to the legendary king, Soro-Re-Zhou, for whom a cave is named in 

the Matopo Hills of Zimbabwe. 

 

Given the numerous titles found just among the Shona people of 

Zimbabwe, it should come as no surprise to the reader that the 

complexity and diversity of the idea of God in African cultures are 

fundamentally philosophical issues. For example, one can see 
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Mwari as the Supreme Being above all men and nature, Creator of 

good and evil, the Source of Life, who represents fertility and at the 

same time know, as most Africans know, that Mwari is not a daily 

guide for humanity. 

 

Other African people have shown that their names for the deity 

reflect their philosophy and way of life as well. For instance, the 

Xhosa of South Africa have given the Supreme Being many praise 

names, but, in effect, the Supreme Deity is a Creator God. The  idea 

of praise names is found throughout the Nguni-speaking culture and 

the Xhosa to the deity as uMdali, uMenzi, uHlanga, iNkosi yezuluk, 

uMvelingquangi, and uNkulunkulu, which are also used by the Zulu 

and other people, but the terms used for Supreme Being, Kamata 

and Thixo, are considered purely Xhosa terms. 

 

The Nuer of Sudan call the Supreme Deity by the name of Kwoth, 

or Spirit. Kwoth is the omnipresent creator of the universe. He is 

identified with the sky, which makes all that is above sacred. He is 

also called Kwot nhial, Spirit of the sky. The Nuer say he is like the 

wind, you cannot see him, yet he is everywhere. He reveals himself 

through natural wonders, such as rain, thunder, and lightning. He is 

addressed in prayers as Kwoth ghaua, Spirit of the universe. He 

created ritual and custom, providing some men with belief and 

others with nothing. Sustainer of life, he is called yan, a living 

being, whose yiegh is the breath that gives man life. Nuer believe 

Kwoth is their friend, whom they call on in times of sickness. He is 

their protector, often called guandong, ancestor, or grandfather. 

Kwoth can also be angry and is deemed distant because of his far-

away presence in the sky. He participates in man’s affairs, but does 

so through the aid of other spirits that haunt the gap between 

Heaven and Earth. Kwoth has the power to bring death and take and 

protect souls. When the Nuer die, they believe it is natural, but 

ultimately attribute it to Kwoth. 

 

The Nupe people of Nigeria believe the universe consists solely of 

God, the world, the sky, and the Earth. Natural phenomenon is said 

to be nya Soko, or “of God.” God is referred to as soko or Tsoci 

(Lord) and is lokpa, “far away.” Soko is omnipresent and appealed 

to in the language of their daily lives. Although always near, they 

do not know exactly where Soko is or what he looks like. Soko is 
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omnipotent, omniscient, the only God, creator of all things, good 

and evil. They believe all life comes from him and, when not 

incarnate, exists in the sky with him. Soko brings about that which 

is desired to come. Conception, birth, and ritual ceremony are his 

gifts. To seek further understanding of him is moot because there is 

no further knowledge to be learned. 

 

When looking deep into the dholuo speaking tribe of Kenya; Jok  is 

a concept that derives from the Lango people of East Africa. The 

core of the religion of the Lango is Jok , which is a neutral power 

that permeates the universe. In fact, Jok  is both the creator and 

sustainer of the universe. As the creator, Jok  is indifferent to 

humans. The task of Jok  was to bring into being all things that exist 

and then to sustain them in their proper place. Jok  manifests itself 

in a thousand ways, including as severe sicknesses. 

 

The religion of the Lango is based on the multiple meanings of Jok , 

also called Juok, Juogi, or Jouk . One can see in the pursuit of Jok  

the discovery of medicine, the maintenance of the human spirit, the 

order and harmony of the universe, and the power of human energy 

when it is directed toward the rituals of reverence for the ancestors.  

 

Jok  is the spiritual food of the Lango people. It is fundamentally 

impersonal, but able to manifest as spirit, tipo. In fact, Jok  is 

associated with all human beings as soul, that is, tipo or chyen. As 

such, it might be applied to the nature of the world as spirit or soul 

that is reinvigorated with all propitiation by human beings. 

 

Reincarnation did not seem to be part of the Lango thinking about 

Jok , but clearly immortality is important, and the ancestors’ 

reverence is at the source of the idea of eternal life. One supports 

and sustains ances tral reverence and respect to gain the ability to 

manifest as present in the world and transcend the present in a 

transformative sense. 

 

Therefore, the ajwaka, the medicine people, are the ones who can 

best bind the people together as community. Jok  is at the core of all 

discussion of disaster, disrespect, disorder, and disintegration of 

society and the Lango attribute to Jok  all obstacles that stand in the 

way of community. Jok  is everywhere. It is medicine, magic, and 
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belief, and one must always do the proper ceremonies, make the 

right offerings, and perform the correct rituals to be able to ensure 

communion. 

 

It must be noted that the culture of Lango people has been refined 

since interaction with Christianity, and now, they call themselves 

Luo, though oriented as people of Jok . One can say that by the mid-

19th century, the Luo identity was well established as a society 

consisting of ruodhi or regional kings. Consequently, with 

Christianization of the Lango, the Legio Maria sect has been 

oriented to become a more traditional religion associated with the 

Luo ethnic; said to be refined to proclaim the gospel of Jesus 

Christ; Yesu. 

 

According to Luo belief, the Supreme Creator is called Nyasaye or 

Yeso (in English, Jesus). Like other African societies, the Luo 

traditions are grounded in the relationship of the living with the 

ancestors. There is a strong belief in the idea that the ancestors can 

impact the life of the contemporary person. Thus, the rituals and 

ceremonies of the people are related to this belief. The juogi, which 

is the naming ceremony, is the first official act of receiving the 

person into the society. 

 

The child is usually named between birth and of being two years of 

age after an ancestor appears in a dream to an adult member of the 

family. Actually this means that the person who does good deeds 

and is well respected will return in a dream to the living and thus 

begin the process of reincarnation again. When the child is named, 

he or she will take on some of the characteristics of the returned 

ancestor. Thus, if the ancestor was kind, the child becomes a kind 

person in life; if chaotic, these same characteristics presume. The 

named ancestor becomes the individual’s guiding spirit throughout 

his or her life. 

 

Those who have been evil will never be accepted as reincarnated 

beings. It is believed that those who are evil are destined to a world 

of nonbeing. The Luo are among the few groups in Eas t Africa that 

do not practice ritual circumcision of males as initiation. However, 

in the past, children have had their six lower front teeth removed by 

expert initiators. 
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Although the Luo is an identity of a westernised Lango people in a 

contemporary time; they were traditionally polygamous and deeply 

entrenched in the idea of family. Matchmakers from families 

usually assisted in marriage arrangements, and everyone in the 

traditional community had to be married because to be a  spinster or 

an old bachelor was considered anathema. 

 

The Luo are known for their music, and their traditional ohangla 

music is functional. Nothing is done just for the sake of doing it. 

People make music for ceremony, religion, and political reasons. 

Music has to be performed for all occasions. For example, during 

funerals, one has to praise the departed, comfort the bereaved, and 

cleanse and chase away spirits. Music was played during beer 

parties welcoming visitors, during wrestling performances, and so  

forth. Music was also used for rituals like chasing away evil spirits 

(nyawawa). 

 

The Luo retain in their original Lango livelihood many useful 

components of the traditional philosophy and cultural mythology. 
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Encultured Christianity 



Christianity was born into a religiously pluralist world and 

throughout its history developed in that context. Sometimes it has 

been a persecuted minority in its earliest days, and today especially 

in the Middle and Far East, in Asia and East Asia, and parts of 

Africa; at other times it has been part of, or allied to, strong 

political powers: initially through Constantine (ca 274–337); in the 

Middle Ages through powerful princes and kings or at times 

equally powerful popes and bishops; more recently it has been 

sometimes associated with European expansionism and 

imperialism. The mandate to go and preach the gospel to the 

corners of the earth (Matthew 28:19 - “Go therefore and make 

disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father 

and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit”) has always ensured an 

active engagement with world religions, with very different 

theological and socio-political attitudes to be found in 

Christianity’s 2000-year history. These attitudes range from the 

mass enslavement of thousands of non-Christians in South America 

for not accepting the gospel (even though they knew no Latin, the 

language in which the gospel was preached to them); to the care of 

outcasts, the dying, and sick, and development of schools, colleges, 

hospitals, and infrastructures that were central in the independence 

movements of many colonized countries; to the partial conversion 

of whole continents or countries (the western Mediterranean world, 

southern America, and large swathes of Africa ); and, some argue, 

to the attempted liquidation of the Jews in the Second World War. 

What should be apparent from this brief list is that we are talking 

not only about theology but about its social and political 

embodiments at different times in history. 

 

The Holy Bible is rooted in fact, in the common life of the people. 

The words of Scripture are thick with imagery drawn from 

everyday life: the voice of the turtledove in spring, the wondrous 

flight of the eagle in the air, the sturdy industry of the ant. Although 

the Bible stretches through time into eternity, from life on earth to 

mansions in Heaven, yet it is firmly rooted in things, people, and 

places. The Hebrew people way of thinking was concrete and vivid, 

filled with insights from the world around them. They were also a 

people with a genius for metaphor, seeing transcendent meanings 

behind simple things. 
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Their history, that great drama of God’s love of his creation, their 

disobedience and suffering, their redemption and eternal hope, is 

narrated through a series of books. The Bible is this collection of 

poetry, stories, chronicles, proverbs, and prophesies  that form their 

grand epic.  

 

To visualize the context in which the stories unfold and to 

understand the nuances of the prophetic words in Scripture, we 

must have a wide and deep knowledge of the things that were the 

everyday stuff of the ancient world. This journey of life included 

the tending of sheep, the mending of coats, the selling of grain, and 

the swaddling of new-born babes.  

 

The Jews and Hebrew Christians were also intensely aware of the 

neighbouring peoples who threatened Israel’s existence or martyred 

the early Christians. The life presented in Scripture is full of kings 

and judges, priests and prophets, whose roles were fully understood 

by the community around them. The Jews believed that their 

history was the story of God’s covenant with them involving the 

call of the Patriarchs, the Egyptian captivity, the miraculous 

Exodus, the battles with the indigenous people of Canaan and with 

the Philistines, the many invaders, the Exile, the return - all 

watershed events in Israel’s history. 

 

However, to fully comprehend the living of humans, we must look 

at it from a relational perspective; whether to God or as seen, to 

fellow humans with whom we share in ecosystem. As such, fusion 

of cultures, procreation and conjugation all begin with an essence 

of the supernatural; to understand that we as human beings were 

created for relationships. That the greatest source of human joy and 

pain is found in the drama of love and relationships; that marriage 

has always been the most common context for this drama.  

 

Today, many question the viability and validity of marriage and 

openly wonder if it should continue to be esteemed as the bedrock 

of modern social development. People today shop for relationships 

the way they shop for clothes. They “try something on for size,” 

and if it does not fit they simply try something else. When they find 

something that suits them they wear it for a while until it fades or 
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goes out of style. Then they throw it out or hang it up in the back of 

their closet and rush out to replace it. 

 

We live in a disposable, “cast-off-and-throw-away” society that has 

largely lost any real sense of permanence. Ours is a world of 

expiration dates, limited shelf life, and planned obsolescence. 

Nothing is absolute. Truth exists only in the eye of the beholder and 

morality is the whim of the moment. In such an environment, is it 

any wonder that people ask, “Doesn’t anything last anymore? Isn’t 

there something I can depend on?” 

 

Mankind did not simply dream up marriage somewhere along the  

line as a convenient way of handling relationships and 

responsibilities between men and women or dealing with 

childbearing and parenting issues. Marriage is of divine origin. It is 

a gift from God. 

 

God Himself instituted and ordained marriage at the very  beginning 

of human history. The second chapter of Genesis describes how 

God, taking a rib from the side of the man He had already created, 

fashioned from it a woman to be a “suitable helper” (Genesis 2:20) 

for the man. Then God brought the man and the woman together 

and confirmed their relationship as husband and wife, thereby 

ordaining the institution of marriage. 

 

While the family is the basic foundation of any healthy society, 

marriage is the foundation of the family. Marriage is a foundational 

institution that predates all other institutions. Before there were 

nations or governments; before there were churches, schools, or 

businesses; there was the family; and before the family there was 

marriage. 

 

Marriage is foundational because it is on this relation ship that God 

began to build society. When God brought Adam and Eve together 

in the garden, marriage was the framework for the development of 

their social interaction as they grew together. It was in the context 

of marriage that they learned their responsibilities toward each 

other and lived out their commitments to each other; it is in this 

marriage that they developed a culture of living together and 
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sharing their individual understandings of the reality that 

surrounded them. 

 

From Genesis to Revelation the Bible often uses the word house to 

refer to the smallest and most basic unit of society - the family. The 

“house” is the foundation of society, and marriage is the foundation 

of the “house.” The health of a marriage determines the health of a 

“house,” and the health of a nation’s “houses” determines the 

health of the nation. 

 

The basic Greek word for marry or marriage is gameo, which 

derives from the same root as our English word “gem.” That root 

word literally means to “fuse together.” Fusion of different 

elements into one describes the process by which precious gems are 

formed deep in the earth. That process is also an apt description of 

marriage. 

 

Precious gems such as diamonds, rubies, emeralds, and sapphires 

are formed far underground out of ordinary elements that are 

subjected to great heat and massive pressure over an extended 

period of time. Heat, pressure, and time working together can 

transform even the most common material into something 

extraordinary. Take coal for example, with all its abundancy in 

Australia. This coal is formed when partially decomposed wood or 

other plant matter is combined with moisture in an airless 

environment under intense heat and pressure. This process does not 

happen overnight, but requires centuries. 

 

Although coal is basically a form of carbon, its constituent 

elements can still be distinguished under chemical analysis. Coal 

that remains in the earth long enough - thousands of years longer - 

under continuous heat and pressure eventually  is transformed into 

diamond. Chemically, diamond is pure carbon. The distinct 

elements used in its formation can no longer be identified. Pressure 

has fused them into one inseparable element. Heat gives diamond 

its lustre. 

 

Therefore, marriage as God designed it is like a precious gem. First 

of all, it develops over time. Diamonds don’t form in ten years; 

they require millennia. It takes only a few minutes to get married, 
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but building a marriage requires a lifetime. That’s one reason why 

God established marriage as a permanent, lifelong relationship. 

There must be sufficient time for two people with separate and 

distinct backgrounds and personalities to become fused together as 

one flesh. Two cultures refined into one, a culture that is Christ 

centric.  

 

Secondly, godly marriage becomes stronger under pressure. A 

diamond is the hardest substance on earth. Millions of tons of 

pressure over thousands of years fuse and transform carbonized 

matter into a crystal that can withstand any onslaught. A diamond 

can be cut only under certain conditions and using specially 

designed tools. In a similar way, external pressures strengthen a 

godly marriage, driving a husband and wife closer together. Just as 

pressure purifies a diamond, so the everyday problems and 

challenges of life purify a godly marriage. A husband and wife face 

the pressure together. The harder things get, the stronger their union 

grows. Marriage fuses two different people into one so that under 

pressure they become so resilient that nothing can break them apart. 

 

Marriage is never just the coming together of two people, but a 

collision of their histories. It is a clash of cultures, experiences, 

memories, and habits. Marriage is the beautiful accommodation of 

another lifetime. 

 

Marriage is a steady, unchanging institution entered into by two 

people who are constantly changing as they grow and mature. 

Those changes can be unnerving and frustrating and can easily 

ignite conflict. Respect for this honour and stability of a marriage 

can give both husband and wife a solid anchor that enables them to 

weather the storms of change as they grow toward oneness. 

Recognizing the unchanging nature of marriage as an institution 

can encourage them during times of conflict to become resilient 

instead of ending their marriage. 

 

Commitment to the marriage, rather than commitment to the 

person, is the key to success. No matter what my wife says or does 

to me, I’m hanging in there, and I know that regardless of what I 

do, she will still be there. We are committed to our marriage even 

more than we are committed to each other. When we disagree or 
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argue or have other conflict, we work it out because it is only 

temporary. We don’t break up the institution over it, because the 

institution is bigger than we are. 

 

Marriage is bigger than the two people in it, which is the way it 

should be. God instituted marriage; it belongs to Him, not us. 

Marriage is two imperfect people committing themselves to a 

perfect institution, by making perfect vows through an imperfect 

tongue before a perfect God. Yet we must remember that a vow is 

different from a promise; a vow is not made to another person. 

Vows are made to God or before God; in other words, with God as 

a witness. Promises can have our friends as witnesses or rather; we 

make promises to fellow humans. Vows can only be made to God. 

 

Marriage is a vow and breaking that vow is a serious matter 

because it also breaks one’s fellowship with God. The Old 

Testament prophet Malachi expressed God’s perspective on 

faithfulness to the marriage vow in the following words: 

 

Another thing you do: You flood the Lord’s altar with tears. You 

weep and wail because He no longer pays attention to your 

offerings or accepts them with pleasure from your hands. You ask, 

“Why?” It is because the Lord is acting as the witness between you 

and the wife of your youth, because you have broken faith with her, 

though she is your partner, the wife of your marriage covenant  

(Malachi 2:13-14). 

 

Because marriage is a perfect vow made before a perfect God by 

two imperfect people, only God can make it work. Don’t expect 

perfection from your spouse. Marriage is perfect, but people are 

imperfect. 

 

A successful marriage has little to do with love. Love does not 

guarantee success in marriage. Love is very important for happiness 

in marriage, but by itself it cannot make a marriage work. 

Importantly to note, is that a happy marriage is no accident. As 

with every other area of life, success in marriage will not happen 

automatically. The secret to success in any endeavour is planning, 

and successful planning depends on knowledge. It is only when we 

have accurate and adequate information that we can plan for 
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success. Thus, love is important for our happiness in marriage, but 

this love is best expressed when we have knowledge of our partner 

and our God given purpose in this life; that is why, love and 

knowledge relate well when we marry within the wider body of 

Christ, with those who revere God in Christ Jesus.  A happy 

marriage cannot be left to chance. Just like building a house, a 

successful marriage is the product of careful planning and 

deliberate design, the right material, good advice, and qualified 

contractors. 

 

Jesus emphasized the importance of this kind of advance planning 

when He said, “Suppose one of you wants to build a tower. Will he 

not first sit down and estimate the cost to see if he has enough 

money to complete it? For if he lays the foundation and is not able 

to finish it, everyone who sees it will ridicu le him, saying, ‘this 

fellow began to build and was not able to finish’ ” (Luke 14:28-

30). Although Jesus was speaking here specifically of counting the 

cost of following Him as a disciple, His words provide wise 

counsel for us with regard to any endeavour we undertake. We 

must plan for success. We must give the same attention to building 

a home as we do to building the house. Many beautiful houses are 

not homes. 

 

Healthy marital love involves the proper blending of the various 

types and degrees of love. First is agape, the unconditional love of 

God that gives birth to all other forms. Marriage should also be an 

expression of personal love between the husband and wife, a desire 

to show a level of esteem and regard toward each other that they 

show toward no one else. Marital love includes the element of 

phileo, a Greek concept of love best understood as “ tender 

affection.” Husbands and wives should be tender and affectionate 

toward each other. A marriage relationship is also characterized by 

eros, which is physical or sexual love. These expressions of 

personal love are healthy reasons for marriage, but they need to be 

properly founded on the unconditional agape love that comes from 

God. 
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Hera 



Our innate capacity for empathy is the source of that most precious 

of all human qualities, which in dholuo dialect we call hera. Now 

while generally translated simply as compassion, the term hera has 

a wealth of meaning that is difficult to convey succinctly, though 

the ideas it contains are universally understood. It connotes love, 

affection, kindness, gentleness, generosity of spirit, and warm 

heartedness. It is also used as a term of both sympathy and of 

endearment. 

 

Although it is clear from this description that hera, or love and 

compassion as we know it in English, is understood as an emotion, 

it belongs to that category of emotions which have a more 

developed cognitive component. Some emotions, such as the 

revulsion we tend to feel at the sight of blood, are basically 

instinctual. Others, such as fear of poverty, have this more 

developed cognitive component. We can thus understand hera in 

terms of a combination of empathy and reason. We can think of 

empathy as the characteristic of a very honest person; reason as that 

of someone who is very practical. When the two are put together, 

the combination is highly effective. As such, hera is quite different 

from those random feelings, like anger and lust, which, far from 

bringing us happiness, only trouble us and destroy our peace of 

mind. 

 

Intellect travels in the world of being and has the attributes of 

water. Everywhere it goes, it flows like water. But Love has the 

attributes of fire, and travels in the world of non-being. Everywhere 

it goes, it annihilates; everything it  touches is annihilated. To 

emphasize, we need to understand that when the mind makes use of 

positive feelings, what results is an intellect that has the attributes 

of water. It brings about prosperity. Its investigations and 

innovations serve humanity. On the other hand, when the mind acts 

without regard for positive feelings and rushes into the battlefield 

of life, what results is a reason that has the attributes of fire, 

destroying mankind and causing conflict and war. 

 

If, however, these positive feelings harness the mind, what results 

is a love that has the attributes of water. Wherever it flows, others 

flourish and the self is emptied. This love serves others selflessly, 

as a cloud pours life-giving rain onto the field of all creation. On the 
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contrary, perhaps these positive feelings do not consider the mind 

or are not able to make use of the mind, and go tearing wildly 

across the battlefield alone (with only selfish desires), the result is a 

love that has the attributes of fire. On behalf of the self, such a love 

burns up everything. In order to achieve its selfish desires, it 

actually destroys others. 

 

When we act out of concern for others, our behaviour toward them 

is automatically positive. This is because we have no room for 

suspicion when our hearts are filled with love. It is as if an inner 

door is opened, allowing us to reach out. Having concern for others 

breaks down the very barriers which inhibit healthy interaction with 

others. And not only that. When our intentions toward others are 

good, we find that any feelings of shyness or insecurity we may 

have are greatly reduced. To the extent that we are able to open this 

inner door, we experience a sense of liberation from our habitual 

preoccupation with self. Paradoxically, we find this  gives rise to 

strong feelings of confidence. 

 

We also find that when we act out of concern for others, the peace 

this creates in our own hearts brings peace to everyone we associate 

with. We bring peace to the family, peace to our friends, to the 

workplace, to the community, and so to the world. Why, then, 

would anyone not wish to develop this quality? Could anything be 

more sublime than that which brings peace and happiness to all?  

 

In instinctive love, the lover longs for the beloved for his own sake. 

In spiritual love, the lover longs for the beloved for his own sake, 

as well as for that of the beloved. In Divine Love, however, the 

lover longs for the Beloved not for himself, but only for the sake of 

the Beloved. 

 

The soul encompasses the body; the heart encompasses both the 

soul and the body; and Love is the ruler of the heart. When love 

becomes divine love, compassion also fills the heart. Love is the 

inner feeling and compassion is its expression. Compassion is 

expressing your heartfelt concern for someone - for a suffering 

human being. Therefore, love and compassion are two sides of the 

same coin; they coexist. 

 

Hera 19 



Christians believe that the foundation of the created world is Love. 

All motion, activity, and light throughout the entire universe as we 

know it derive from the rays of Love, and true perfection must be 

sought in and through Love. 

 

Love just happens. Nobody thinks about how to love, or when and 

where to love. Nobody is rational about love. Rational thought 

hinders love. Love is a sudden rising in the heart. Love is an 

unavoidable longing for oneness. There is no logic in this. It is 

beyond logic. So do not try to be rational about love. It is like 

trying to give reasons for the river to flow, for the breeze to be coo l 

and gentle, for the moon to glow, for the sky to be expansive, for 

the ocean to be vast and deep, or for the flower to be fragrant and 

beautiful. Rationalization kills the beauty and charm of these 

things. They are to be enjoyed, experienced, loved, and felt. If you 

rationalize about them, you will miss the beauty and charm and the 

feelings they evoke. Sit by the lakeshore. Look at it. Feel its 

vastness. Feel the rising up and down of the waves. Feel and be 

amazed at the creation and the creator of such magnificence. What 

good will it do for you to rationalize about the ocean? That Indian 

Ocean. 

 

Man, by nature, is a selfish creature. Even in his relationships with 

others he tends to focus primarily on himself or, at most, on his 

self-coloured perception of his neighbour. Love is the endeavour to 

transcend this intrinsic selfishness and truly relate to one’s 

neighbour, to be sensitive to and devoted to his/her needs as an 

individual distinct of oneself and one’s own stake in the 

relationship. 

 

And yet, when the Bible speaks of divine commandment to “Love 

your neighbour as yourself” it does so in the context of man’s duty 

to influence, and even change, the behaviour and nature of his 

fellow man. In Leviticus 19:18–19), the Bible commands: 

 

Do not hate your brother in your heart; repeatedly rebuke your 

neighbour, and do not attribute sin to him. Do not take revenge, or 

harbour hatred toward your people, and love your neighbour as 

yourself; I am God. 

 

Boaz Adhengo 20 



There are two possible reactions a person can have toward a 

neighbour who has wronged him, or whom he sees behaving in a 

morally deficient manner: (1) He can despise him in his heart, 

regarding him as a “sinner” and perhaps even persecute him for his 

“sins”; (2) he can rebuke him in the effort to convince him of the 

folly of his ways and seek to influence him to change them. The 

path of love, says the Bible, is not to “hate your brother in your 

heart” but to “repeatedly rebuke” him and seek to better him. 

 

Obviously, the desire to influence is consistent with the idea of 

love. No one would stand by as a loved one suffers hunger or is 

threatened by violence; no less so, if one sees someone he loves 

suffering from spiritual malnutrition or moral blindness, he will 

make every effort to reach out to him, to  enlighten him, to offer 

guidance and assistance. But this aspect of loving behaviour carries 

an inherent paradox. On the one hand, the endeavour to influence 

and change implies a departure from self and concern with the 

well-being of the neighbour. On the other hand, it implies a 

seemingly selfish view of this neighbour: a rejection of neighbour 

as he is and a desire to impose one’s own perception of what is 

good for him upon him. 
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Being Fruitful 



Romantic love is the quality of  “rightness” that defines the 

particular; significantly unique other that one does marry; it is the 

emotion that propels one across the gap that separates single from 

married life; and it is commitment, the psychological concomitant 

of the all-or-nothing, exclusive, enduring relationship constituted 

by a marriage. The popular culture of love both prepares persons 

for and helps them to organize and carry through the aspects of 

marriage that depend on individual action. 

 

Love, like other powerful cultural concepts, embodies a 

contradiction central to the society in which it flourishes. The ideal 

of love describes a relationship so right that it can be 

simultaneously perfectly free and perfectly binding. As a purely 

voluntary commitment, love is a contradiction in terms. The power 

of the concept of love is continually renewed by the contradiction it 

bridges. Only if there really is something like love can our 

relationships be both voluntary and enduring. 

 

The contemporary structure of marriage as an institution - 

exclusive, voluntary, life-transforming, and enduring - generates no 

single logic. Rather, it poses tasks or practical difficulties of action, 

to which the wider culture generates many different, sometimes 

competing, and always only partially satisfactory solutions. The 

culture of romantic love reproduces the institutional features of 

marriage as psychological states, honing the capacity to identify on 

this other person as  being the person whom one loves and to know 

that this relationship is “it.” Nonetheless, romantic love may 

enshrine sudden passion, a gradually growing inner certainty, or 

careful weighing of pros and cons as ways to know whether a 

relationship is worthy of commitment. The culture of love 

flourishes because, while marriage is institu tionalized, the process 

of getting married (or deciding whether or not to leave a marriage; 

and in the contemporary period, the procedure for staying married ) 

is not. As marriage has become more fragile, no longer fully 

settling the lives of those who rely on it, a second culture of love, 

prosaic realism, has blossomed alongside the old. This new love 

culture helps people to be the kinds of persons, with the kinds of 

feelings, skills, and virtues that will sustain an ongoing 

relationship. 
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When marriage was a firmer institution, the mythic culture of 

romantic love helped bridge the gap between the voluntary choices 

of individuals to marry (the non-constituted part of the institution 

of marriage) and the institution of marriage itself. In the current 

period, when divorce has radically altered marriage, a new culture 

of prosaic love attempts to bridge the gap between the persisting 

expectation that marriages should last and the increasingly insecure 

character of the marriage bond. Where institutions have begun to 

unravel, men and women do active cultural work to patch together 

rents in the institutional fabric. 

 

God created everything in pairs, and for humans, God made 

marriage an institution through which the male and female could 

find tranquillity and love with each other. Thus, marriage is central 

among Christian practices and features prominently in Christian 

sacramental theologies. Although the New Testament says 

relatively little about the institution of marriage, the Gospel 

according to John gives marriage a prominent place in the ministry 

of Jesus Christ.  

 

John tells of Jesus attending a wedding feast at Cana. The couple’s 

family failed to provide sufficient wine for the occasion and, at 

Mary’s behest, Jesus turns large containers of water into wine. In 

John’s Gospel, this miracle marks the beginning of Jesus’ 

miraculous ministry. Nevertheless, defining marriage has never 

been a simple task and remains one of the central concerns of the 

Christian churches today, testifying to the earnestness of people’s 

concern where matters of love and society meet most 

fundamentally. 

 

Marriage is taken to mean the legal and binding relationship of a 

husband and wife. The word marriage denotes “the action, 

contract, formality, or ceremony by which the conjugal union is 

formed or the union itself as an enduring condition. . . .” It is 

usually defined as the legitimate union between husband and wife; 

legitimate’ indicates the sanction of some kind of law, natural, 

evangelical, or civil, while the phras e, ‘husband and wife’ implies 

mutual rights of sexual intercourse, life in common, and an 
enduring union. (Genesis 2:22–24; Exodus 34:11–16; 

Deuteronomy 7:1–5; Mathew 22: 23–30) 
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All of us come from somewhat divergent heritages even if we have 

highly similar backgrounds, and rare is the husband and wife -even 

if they have virtually identical ethnic and religious group 

backgrounds-who continue to feel the same way about their 

heritage throughout their lives together. Modern marriages, 

generally, and intermarriages, most particularly, are based on the 

feeling that two people share by being in love. 

 

No experience of falling in love exists without the transgression of 

a difference. Falling in love challenges institutions on the level of 

their fundamental values. The potential of two individuals to make 

a revolution is realized through love. But love, like any other 

revolutionary force, can only transform people or social institutions 

if it is harnessed in some kind of ongoing collective enterp rise such 

as marriage. Perhaps for this reason, love had not been allowed to 

play a significant role in mate selection in most societies until the 

last two hundred years. 

 

Whereas love unites, tradition divides. The feelings of love burst 

through walls and spill over boundaries of conventionality. The 

feelings toward a tradition are quite different. No matter how 

passionately one may be committed to it, the sentiments inspired by 

tradition can be expressed only in forms and rituals that were 

established by others long ago. Tradition inspires conformity, just 

as surely as love inspires inventiveness. Tradition makes careful 

distinctions in time, in space and, most importantly, between 

categories of people. Love is oblivious to all that. 

 

In point of fact, modern marriages are not merely based on love. 

More importantly, they are based on a belief; an ideology of 

romance that regards the deep psychological and sexual 

attachments that are experienced as love as socially legitimate and 

desirable; an adequate basis  for the making of a complex 

relationship called marriage. A related tenet of this ideology of 

romance is that the social identity or group background of the 

beloved has no place in the emotional calculus of the loving 

relationship, nor should it have a role to play in the organization 

and quality of the marriage that ensues from loving. 
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The modern vocabulary of motives for marriage emphasizes love, 

compatibility, and mutual fulfilment. It leaves but little room for 

such considerations as duty, respect for tradition, and responsibility 

to one's ancestors and parents. Hitherto, individualism, 

personalism, and privatism form the cornerstones of contemporary 

family relationships; at least that is the conventional wisdom. In the 

light of that wisdom, the very concept – intermarriage - is an 

anachronism. What should it matter, as the question is  often asked, 

what a person's religious, ethnic, racial, etcetera background is? 

Only one man and one woman are united in a marriage. 

 

 

The questions of intermarriage will ultimately come down to the 

question of the relationship between modern consciousnes s and 

marriage. 

 

Marriage and the family used to be firmly embedded in a matrix of 

wider community relationships, serving as extensions and 

particularizations of the latter's social controls. In other words, the 

traditional family was an extension of the total community; its 

sacred and secular institutions reaching directly into the personal 

lives of its members. The traditional family was no haven of 

privacy or retreat from the norms, influences, or expectations of the 

wider community. On the contrary, it was the institution par 

excellence in which the individual was trained, groomed, and tested 

for correct conduct by neighbours, friends, and even strangers at 

large. 

 

Thus, the family is truly not a private institution, and it is barely 

distinguishable from such other institutions as the temple or church. 

Its primary function is to transmit the shared values of the 

community and to monitor their fulfilment in the everyday lives of 

its members. 

 

In light of this view of the traditional family, it is no surprise that 

love and sentimentality would have had such a small role to play in 

the making of families. Love and sentimentality have a tendency to 

produce spontaneity, to disrupt routine social arrangements. 

Therefore, they could not serve as a useful basis fo r the making of a 

traditional home. How could men control their women and women 
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their men? How could the proper balance be maintained between 

parents and children if their relationships were subject to 

unpredictable emotions? The function of the traditional home was 

to provide sustenance, safety, social standing in the community, 

and patrimony from one generation to the next. None of those 

functions would be much advanced by allowing love to play a 

salient role in the making of family relationships. 

 

The critical moment in the modernization of the family occurred 

when work, and later religion and political life, were substantially 

separated from the physical locale of family life. When factory or 

shop or marketplace are places to "go out into" and where one is 

away from the family for some extended period of time, a split 

between what social scientists call the "private sphere" and the 

"public sphere" occurs. The family gradually crystallized in the 

wake of the Industrial Revolution as the "private sphere," along 

with such other voluntary associations as cliques, clubs, and leisure 

time groups (leisure itself is a late product of the Industrial 

Revolution). Thus, the home slowly emerged as the place to which 

one could retreat from the pressures and controls of the larger 

society. 

 

The privatization of the family and the romanticization of the man -

woman relationship changed the processes of mate selection 

profoundly. The legendary matchmaker was rapidly replaced by 

cupid, and love became the sine qua non of marriage for Jews as 

much as it had for Christians. With it, the private world of " the 

couple" displaced the collective world of the family or clan, as the 

primary consideration for men and women who would marry. 

Marriage in our modern world is a dramatic act in which two 

strangers come together and redefine themselves [more or less on 

their own terms without any interference from others]. The drama 

of the act is internally anticipated and socially legitimated long 

before it takes place ... and amplified by means of a pervasive 

ideology, the dominant themes of which (romantic love, sexual 

fulfilment, self-discovery and self-realization . . . the nuclear family 

as the social site for these processes) can be found distributed in all 

strata of the society. 
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In traditional societies, marriage partners were no less " strangers" 

to one another. In fact, they probably shared a greater degree of 

social familiarity, that is, familiarity with each other's social 

backgrounds, although not with each other as persons. The point is 

that the roles marriage partners would be expected to play vis -a-vi 

one another for their entire adult lives were fairly specifically 

prescribed by their social groups. The husband or wife did not 

expect any great expressions of individuality from the other. 

Rather, what they expected was that each one conforms to the 

normative ideals prescribed by their groups. Thus, the home was 

expected to be the arena in which the stylized role performances of 

husbands, wives, children and often other kinfolk were enacted and 

transmitted from one generation to the next. The home was not a 

place in which strangers became intimates on the level of 

personality or self-awareness. Indeed, at that level, traditional 

husbands and wives probably remained "strangers" to one another 

throughout a lifetime. 

 

The modern home, on the other hand, is no place for strangers. It is 

a locale for intimacy, for self-disclosure, and for self-discovery. 

Falling in love is an experience of authenticity, of transparency, of 

truth. Lovers spend hours on end telling each other in detail about 

their lives because each wants to make the other participate in the 

totality of his (and her) being. 

 

That young men and women fall in love across traditionally great 

social barriers is attributable largely to the opportunities and human 

drives unleashed by the economic and political revolutions of the 

previous centuries. Under the influence of a romantic ideology, it 

was thought that once those relationships  became institutionalized 

in marriage, a new form of marriage would emerge in which the 

partnership could be sustained solely by the sentiments and the 

personalities of the individual partners. 

 

Feeling-talk, sex-talk, self-talk  are the emotional imperatives of 

modern marriage. But that same imperative makes it inevitable, for 

the intermarried and those who contemplate entering an 

intermarriage, that one's past and all the cultural ingredients of the 

self be scrutinized, reflected upon, and accepted (if not cherished) 

by the other. Failure to do so (withholding self-disclosure) is a sign 
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of bad faith, lack of trust, and ultimately a sign of an absence of 

"true" love. The home is not merely where the heart is. It is also 

where the self is; where the open heart, so to speak, is a gateway to 

the full measure of the person; where, through the medium of 

mutual affection, man and woman acquire the power to know as 

well as to remake each other's identities. 

 

Children of intermarriages face unique problems not of their own 

making. In an effort to prevent confusion or inner conflict, their 

parents often keep from them the symbolic and normative diversity 

of their mixed cultural heritage. They expect their children to make 

their own decision about what they want to be ethnically or 

religiously as if it were possible to make such choices without an 

understanding of particular heritages from early childhood. What 

kinds of choices such children make, and how they relate to the 

heritages and communities of their choice, is the growing concern 

of religious educators and communal leaders. 

 

While the nascent moments of falling in love evoke a feeling of an 

intense and lasting present, in which the past and the future are 

irrelevant, the maintenance of love seems to have the opposite 

requirement. It seems to call for the probing of the past and the 

charting of the future. It also brings into its discourse the selfhood 

of the lovers, which inevitably implicates their cultural heritages. 

There is simply no self that is not linked in some fashion to an 

ancestry, a familial network, and a history. 

Sexuality 

 

Though generalizations about ancient Greece and Rome are fraught 

with difficulties, both because their histories were in general 

written by elite males to the detriment of women’s sexual histories 

and because we know today more about Athens and Rome than 

about any other Greek or Roman city, we can safely say that in both 

societies sexuality was generally accepted as a natural part of life 

and that attitudes  toward sex were permissive, especially for men. 

In both societies, marriage was monogamous and regarded as the 

foundation of social life, but sexual activity was not restricted to 

marriage; at least among elite men and women, erotic intercourse 

could be sought with partners other than spouses. And 

concubinage, male and female prostitution, and male intercourse 
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with slaves were also permitted and common. The ancient aphorism 

attributed to Demosthenes is famous: “Mistresses we keep for the 

sake of pleasure, concubines for the daily care of our persons, but 

wives to bear us legitimate children and to be faithful guardians of 

our households.” 

 

Divorce was readily available in Greece and the later Roman 

Empire, with both societies legislating for the economic situation of 

divorced women. Abortion and infanticide were commonly 

accepted forms of birth control. Marriage was not about love, 

which is not to say that marital love was never present between 

spouses. Men were expected to marry to produce an heir, but for 

them the greatest love was to be had in relationship, sexual or 

otherwise, with other men, for between men there was an equality 

that a man could never attain with a woman. 

 

Both Greece and Rome were male-dominated societies in which 

women were regarded as inferior to men, indeed as belonging to 

men, first to their fathers and then to their husbands. Male 

homosexual activity was accepted in both as a function of a 

patriarchal ethos, and female homosexual activity was regarded as 

adultery, because wives were the property of their husbands. The 

approved male homosexual activity was not because some men had 

an intrinsic homosexual orientation, which was unknown at the 

time, but because men were considered more beautiful than 

women, and a man might reasonably be attracted to the more 

beautiful. It is misleading, however, to speak of sexual relations 

between men; relations were most often between adult men and 

boys. Those relations were to cease when the boy reached a certain 

age, not because homosexual relations per se were problematic, but 

because adult male passivity was problematic. 

 

Greek and Roman attitudes toward sexuality were fashioned in 

large part by their great philosophers. The Greek dualism between 

body and soul, with the body being the inferior component, led to a 

distrust of physical sex and the categorization of sexual pleasure. 

Both Plato and Aristotle judged sexual pleasure to be a lower 

pleasure shared with other animals. Plato urged its transcendence 

for the sake of higher pleasures of good, beauty, and truth; Aristotle 

urged its moderation. It was, however, neither Plato nor Aristotle 
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who had the greatest influence on the Christian approach to 

sexuality. It was the Stoics. 

 

Old Testament teaching on sexuality and marriage must be situated 

in the context of the ancient Near Eastern cultures with which the 

biblical peoples had such intimate links. Underlying the themes of 

sexuality and marriage in the cultures surrounding Israel are the 

archetypal figures of the god-father and the goddess -mother, the 

sources of universal life in the divine, the human, and the natural 

realms. Myths celebrated the marriage, the sexual intercourse, and 

the fertility of this divine pair, simultaneously divinizing  sexuality 

and legitimating the marriage, the intercourse, and the fertility of 

every earthly pair. 

 

The Hebrew view of sexuality and marriage makes a radical break 

with this polytheistic perspective. Sexuality is not divinized. There 

is no god–goddess couple, only Yahweh who is unique 

(Deutronomy 6:4). In the later Priestly account, God creates 

merely by uttering a creative word (Genesis 1) and, in the earlier 

Yahwist account, by shaping creation as a potter (Genesis 2 - 3). At 

the apex of Yahweh’s creation stands ‘Adam, man and woman 

together: “male and female he created them and he blessed them 

and named them ‘Adam” (Genesis 5:2). The fact that Yahweh 

names male and female together ‘Adam, that is, earthlings or 

humankind, founds the equality of man and woman as human 

beings. They are “bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh” (Genesis 

2:23), and because they are equal they can marry and become “one 

body” (Genesis 2:24). In marriage, equal man and woman take on 

the unequal gendered roles of husband and wife, which give a 

foundation for biblical patriarchy. 

 

Equal man and woman, and their separate sexualities, do not derive 

from a divine pair whom they are to imitate. They are called into 

being by the creative action of the sovereign God. It was not the 

sacred rites that surrounded marriage that made it a holy thing. 

The great rite which sanctified marriage was God’s act of creation 

itself. It was God alone, unaided by any partner, who not only 

created ‘Adam with sexuality and for marriage but also blessed him 

and her, making them fundamentally good. That a man and a 

woman become one body in marriage has often been restricted in 
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the Western tradition to only one facet of marriage, namely, the act 

of uniting bodies in sexual intercourse. That facet is undoubted ly 

included in becoming one body but it is far from all there is, for 

body in Hebrew implies the entire person. One personality would 

translate it better, for ‘flesh’ in the Jewish idiom means real human 

life; in marriage a man and a woman unite in an interpersonal 

union, not just a sexual or genital one. In such a union they become 

a coupled social person and one life, so complementing one another 

that they become again, as in the beginning, Adam, one social 

person. 

 

The older Yahwist creation account in Genesis 2 - 3 situates 

sexuality in a relational context. “It is not good that the male should 

be alone,” God judges, “I will make a helper fit for him” (2:18). 

The importance of the helper to the one helped may be gleaned 

from the fact that twice in the Psalms (30:10 and 54:4) God is 

presented as such a helper of humans. The equality of the partners 

in this helping relationship is underscored. Male and female are 

“bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh” (Genesis 2:23), they have 

the same strengths and the same weaknesses, and the myth asserts 

that it is precisely because of their equality and, therefore, potential 

intimacy that male and female may marry. Significantly, they are 

presented as being totally comfortable with each other’s sexuality, 

for they “were both naked and not ashamed” (Genesis 1:25), a 

comfort that is celebrated frankly in that great Jewish love song, the 

Song of Songs. 

 

Central to the Hebrews’ notion of their special relationship with 

God was the idea of the covenant. Yahweh is the God of Israel; 

Israel is the people of Yahweh. Together Yahweh and Israel form a 

union of salvation, a union of grace, a union; one could say, of one 

body. It was probably only a matter of time until the people began 

to image this covenant relationship in terms drawn from marriage, 

and the first to speak of marriage as image of the covenant was the 

prophet Hosea. He preached about the covenant relationship of 

Yahweh and Israel within the biographical context of his own 

marriage to his wife, Gomer. Hosea found in marriage, either in his 

own marriage or in marriage in general, an image in which to 

represent the steadfastness of Yahweh’s covenantal love for the 

people of Israel. On a superficial level, the marriage of Hosea and 
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Gomer is like any other marriage. But on a deeper level, it serves as 

prophetic symbol, revealing and celebrating in representation the 

covenant relationship between Yahweh and Israel. Yahweh’s 

covenant fidelity becomes a characteristic to be imitated, a 

challenge to be accepted, first, in every Jewish marriage and, later, 

in every Christian one. 

 

“I am sick with love,” the woman exclaims (Songs of Solomon 2:5; 

5:8). “Come to me,” she cries out in desire for her lover, “ like a 

gazelle, like a young stag upon the mountains where spices grow” 

(2:17; 8:14). When he comes and gazes upon her nakedness, he is 

moved to poetry. “Your rounded thighs are like jewels … your 

vulva is a rounded bowl that never lacks wine. Your belly is a heap 

of wheat encircled with lilies. Your two breasts are like fawns, 

twins of a gazelle…. You are stately as a palm tree and your 

breasts are like its clusters. I say I will climb the palm tree and lay 

hold of its branches” (7:1 - 8). Her response is direct and far from 

coy. “I am my beloved’s and his desire is for me. Come, my 

beloved, let us go forth into the fields…. There I will give you my 

love” (7:10 - 13). 

 

 No woman or man who has ever been sick with love and desire can 

doubt the origin of the language or its intent. It is primarily about 

human, erotic love, love that makes every lover “sick with love” 

(Songs of Solomon 2:5). This love is celebrated as image of the 

love of the creator God who loves women and men as the two 

lovers love each other. It is celebrated as good, to honour both the 

giver and the gift, and also the lovers who use the gift to make both 

human and, in representation, divine love. Sexuality is no more 

divinized in the Song than anywhere else in the Old Testament; it 

may provide the basis for spiritual analogy, but the basis remains a 

secular, profane, and good reality. There is no male dominance, no 

female subordination, and no stereotyping of either sex. Nor is 

there any mention of marriage or procreation to justify sexuality. 

The Song is a far cry from Plato’s and Aristotle’s downgrading of 

sexual desire and pleasure; it is a celebration of human love and of 

the sexual desire of the lovers. Christian history will seriously 

patriarchalise the equal sexual relationship between male and 

female; will institutionalize it within the confines of marriage and 
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procreation, and will follow Plato and Aristotle in their suspicion of 

sexual pleasure. 

 

Hosea’s conception of marriage as a prophetic symbol of the 

mutually faithful covenant relationship is continued in the New 

Testament, with a change of characters, from Yahweh-Israel to 

Christ-Church. Rather than presenting marriage in the then classical 

Jewish way as a symbol of the covenant union between Yahweh 

and Israel, the writer of the letter to the Ephesians presents it as an 

image of the relationship between the Christ and the new Israel, his 

church; this presentation is of central importance to the 

development of a Christian view of marriage and sexuality. 

 

Sexuality refers to a fundamental component of personality in and 

through which we, as male or female, experience our relatedness to 

self, others, the world, and even God. 

 

Humans are created by God as sexual beings, embodied subjects 

whose spiritual and physical dimensions merge in a single being 

that expresses itself in a profound and holy manner in intimate 

human relationship and sexual acts. Sexual is an adjective that 

describes not only acts that human beings do but also the essential 

reality that human beings are. We can and may renounce sexual 

activity; we can never renounce our intrinsic sexual being. 

 

The sexual drive has three personal meanings: it is pleasurable, 

relational, and potentially procreative. Scientific research has 

demonstrated that sexuality influences our personality, our brain 

activity, our understandings of self and other, and our relationships. 

It also provides us with a means of personal communication that is 

carried out intimately and bodily in sexual acts. 

 

An individual’s sexuality is expressed in and through daily 

interactions with other human beings, not just spouses. Humans 

naturally relate as sexual beings. The term intercourse, frequently 

used as a euphemism for sex, literally means “communication or 

dealings between or among people.” In this  sense we have human 

intercourse with many people throughout the day. Sexual 

intercourse, however, is a unique and particular expression of the 
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physical-intercourse of our very being with a special loved one; 

perhaps we do it in phases.  

 

Phase one is the excitement phase, in which, for the man, the penis 

becomes erect due to the flow of blood into the penile tissues, and, 

for the woman, there is moistening of the vagina, enlargement of 

the breasts, and tensing of the muscles with increased breathing and 

heart rate. Phase two is the plateau phase, the entry of the penis into 

the vagina, further quickening of the heart rate and breathing, 

mounting erotic pleasure, and the appearance of a flush on both 

bodies. Frequently noted in this phase is the penetration of the 

female by the male; not so frequently noted, but true in every just 

and loving intercourse, is the welcoming envelopment of the male 

by the female. The male penetrates the female, not only physically 

but also psychologically and emotionally, and is physically 

enveloped by her; she, in turn, enters emotionally and 

psychologically into the male. In their intercourse they become, in 

very deed, a two-in-one-bodiness. 

 

Phase three, the climax, discharge of semen by the male and a 

number of orgasmic muscle spasms by the female, is the moment 

of greatest pleasure and ecstasy. This pleasure is, of course, quite 

individual, and it is part of the ambiguity of sexuality and sexual 

intercourse that in the climactic moments of orgasm, the act  

intended to be the giving of one person to the other throws each 

back on herself and himself in a solitude of pleasure. The act that is 

intended to be and is fully unitive is, at its peak moment, actually 

also divisive. Phase four is the resolution phase, in which the 

couple relaxes and blood pressure and respiration return to normal. 

Though these four phases are not to be “used as a ‘check list’ 

against which to measure sexual performance ,” every sexually 

active couple can, at least sometimes, identify them in their 

intercourse, a natural fact that offers profound evidence for sexual 

“nature” as God intended it and for the “natural” pleasure of the 

sexual act that has been so suspect in Christian history. 

 

A unifying component of these various physical stages of the 

sexual act is pleasure. Sexual pleasure has always been morally 

suspect in the Christian tradition, even though it is a natural and 

intrinsic part of sexual intercourse. Sexual pleasure is a good 
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created by God and given as gift to humans. Like all gifts, it can be 

used for good or evil, and the abuses of pleasure and a morality 

based purely on pleasure, hedonism, are fully evident in the 

sociohistorical past and present. Such abuses, however, cannot and 

do not diminish the valuable and essential role of integrating 

pleasure as a natural component of human sexual morality. 

 

We must therefore agree that the most thrilling, exciting, and 

fulfilling experience in the world (if done properly) is the act of 

marriage. God designed it that way. And it is nearly universal, for 

everywhere you go on planet earth you see its results, children. 

Unfortunately, the experience is not always confined to marriage 

and therein is the problem; for the sex act, which God intended for 

marriage as a blessing to both men and women, has become one of 

the greatest social problems of our day. This problem is not unique 

to the twenty-first century. If you recall from the biblical narratives, 

the misuse of the sex drive so polluted the earth in the days of Noah 

that God destroyed all but eight people and started the population 

over again. History shows that nothing has changed. 

 

God obviously had many purposes in mind when He deliberately 

created our sexual capabilities, from reproduction to pleasure to 

unique union. Like all things He created, it is all very good. As 

with many of his wonderful gifts to humankind, it is only when we 

distort it and misuse it that it becomes twisted and ugly. Sex in 

marriage is beautiful, enriching, and fulfilling when pract iced as He 

directed - but only in marriage. Adultery, fornication, 

homosexuality, promiscuity, and other forms of sexual abuse 

become ugly, harmful, and life shortening. All people have the 

same choice about the use of their sex drive. They can obey God 

and confine its expression to marriage, which He calls sacred, or 

they can adopt the standards of the world and have an affair or 

become promiscuous. The results are already determined by God. 

As He, through Moses, told the children of Israel:  

 

“I have set before you life and death, blessings and curses. Now 

choose life, so that you and your children may live”. Deuteronomy 

30:19 
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