
“The Long Journey Home is an ambitious attempt to address the multifaceted problem of sexual 
abuse, an issue that is often overlooked in our churches. The book is comprehensive in scope, 
covering the prevalence and types of sexual abuse, its immediate and long-term consequences 
upon victims, survivors, and abusers, the theological and spiritual dimensions and implications, 
reviews of current research, and practical guidelines for ministry and healing. Over two-dozen 
contributors provide multiple levels of insight into sexual abuse, from scholarly investigation to 
the personal and practical. Most noteworthy is the emphasis on the use of Scripture in under-
standing the fundamental spiritual issues of sexual abuse and in directing survivors, perpetra-
tors, ministers, counselors, and the community of faith toward ultimate healing found in God. I 
recommend this book for anyone dealing with sexual abuse, and, in particular, students, pastors, 
and care givers who seek a better understanding of the problem and desire to be more effective 
ministers of the Gospel.”

—Ian F. Jones
Professor of Psychology and Counseling

Baptist Community Ministries’ Chair of Pastoral Counseling
New Orleans Baptist Theological Seminary

 
“The Long Journey Home offers a unique contribution to the subject of undeserved, horrifyingly 
hurtful suffering associated with sexual abuse. As editor and contributor, Dr. Schmutzer has 
gathered a collection of specialists to address the problem from three different perspectives: 
social sciences, theological disciplines, and pastoral care. However, sexual abuse isn’t merely 
theoretical, philosophical, or theological. It is deeply personal. Therefore, of significant impor-
tance is this book’s value to pastors, counselors, and churches who are dealing with (or will deal 
with) the complex causes and consequences connected with sexual abuse.”

—Larry J. Waters
Associate Professor of Bible Exposition

Dallas Theological Seminary
 
“The Long Journey Home is the fruit of excellent work blending theology, ministry, and psychol-
ogy concerning sexual abuse and healing into a magnificent resource. The church has struggled 
for centuries to walk with abuse survivors and become an advocate in their healing. This book 
equips us to face their journey with hope and justice. I feel it is about time Christian practitio-
ners have been able to publish something of this caliber to address such a painful issue.”

—Ron Clark
George Fox Evangelical Seminary

 
“It is no secret that the darkness and horrors of sexual abuse are all too prevalent within the 
Christian community. Tragically, for too many years the Church has responded to such dark-
ness with silence. As a result, this darkness has spread and left a broad trail of destruction along 
its way . . . the destruction of individual lives, families, church communities, and the glorious 
witness of Christ. Through this great tragedy, we must be reminded that all is not hopeless and 
lost. There is hope, much hope, because we worship the God of truth and light who is moving in 
mighty ways by demonstrating love to those who knew no love, hope to those who had no hope, 
and the power of His Gospel to those who had only associated the Gospel with abuse and pain. 
Dr. Schmutzer’s new collaborative book, The Long Journey Home, will undoubtedly be one way 



God uses to demonstrate such Gospel-centered hope to so many inside and outside of His Church 
who have been effected by abuse. Written by a collection of experts who have spent entire careers 
addressing and confronting the various facets of this sin, The Long Journey Home is the most com-
prehensive and well informed book on this subject from a Gospel-centered perspective. As one who 
spends his days laboring alongside the Christian community in addressing the issue of abuse, I am 
greatly encouraged by the depth and spirit that fill the pages of The Long Journey Home. This book 
should be required reading for all Christian leaders and anyone else whose life has been impacted 
by the horrors of abuse.”

—Basyle Tchividjian
Professor of Law

Liberty University School of Law
 
“The trauma and heinousness of sexual abuse leaves me speechless. Unfortunately, many of us pas-
tors and ministry professionals are clueless. Andrew J. Schmutzer’s excellent work helps change that 
and more; it gives us tested insights and strategies to unpack abuse and facilitate healing in Christ. I 
have seen this first hand. Andrew’s teaching and counseling ministry in our church—his church—
has been a beacon of light for so many stuck in the shadows of shame.”

—Rob Bugh
Senior Pastor

Wheaton Bible Church
 
“This collection of vital information holistically addresses issues of abuse that are deeply complex 
and tender. Hope is offered from many voices that is personal, biblical, and insightful. Many survi-
vors, counselors, pastors, and family members are sure to find the understanding they have longed 
for and help for which they have prayed. This book has a very important message.”

—Pamela MacRae
Assistant Professor of Pastoral Studies

Moody Bible Institute
 
“Andrew J. Schmutzer’s The Long Journey Home is an outstanding compendium of resources from the 
social sciences, the helping professions, theology, and pastoral care focused on understanding and 
caring for those who have been sexually abused. Schmutzer has accomplished the monumental task 
of weaving together the writings of over twenty-six social scientists, clinicians, church leaders, and 
survivors telling their personal stories into one coherent volume. It is an amazing accomplishment. 
Every church leader has in their congregation survivors of sexual abuse and has opportunity like 
no one else to speak healing words into their lives. The Long Journey Home will enable seminarians, 
church leaders, and helping professionals to become instruments of hope and healing.”

—Diana R. Garland
Dean

Baylor School of Social Work
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This book is dedicated to:

—Those who have yet to face their journey
—Those who have just begun their journey
—Those who need guidance in their journey
—Those who have made peace with their journey
—Those who were overcome by their journey



“Not all who wander are lost.”

—J. R. R. Tolkien

“What is forgotten is unavailable, 
and what is unavailable cannot be healed.”

—Henri J. M. Nouwen

“If no one remembers a misdeed or names it publically, it remains invisible.  
To the observer, its victim is not a victim and its perpetrator is not a  
perpetrator; both are misperceived because the suffering of the one  

and the violence of the other go unseen. A double injustice occurs—the first when the 
original deed is done and the second when it disappears.”

—Miroslav Volf
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Preface

The vision for this book began with my own experience as a survivor. As I began 
studying the issue of sexual abuse (SA), I quickly realized that the subject was not 

only complex but, unfortunately, the various professions with a stake in the issue were 
often talking past each other or just ignoring discussions they were not adequately trained 
to follow. From scientific studies on post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) to analysis 
of Old Testament rape laws, embodiment theology to family systems theory, liturgy for 
corporate healing to new research on how forgiveness lowers blood pressure—this all de-
serves to be heard. But I felt that such innumerable talks needed to be drawn into a more 
cohesive dialogue, like key pieces forming a grand puzzle. There was obviously a flood of 
literature out there, from popular memoirs to academic articles and idiosyncratic stuff in 
between. There are social surveys, gender studies, and books by “group-x” for “group-x” 
regarding “group-x,” but very little discussion on SA that intentionally valued other pro-
fessions and showed it in generous dialogue. Unfortunately, some of the best research on 
SA never filters down to the abused. So I found some other professionals who understood 
this need and were eager to lend their skills.

The Long Journey Home has both in-depth analysis and sweeping vision to address 
abuse. What emerged includes description and prescription, personal reflection and some 
tough questions, all geared toward helping Christian leaders understand and minister to 
the sexually abused. From the outset, I saw the book functioning as a much-needed bridge 
between the disciplines of psychology, theology, and pastoral care (see Contents). While 
each profession has developed its own set of technical terms surrounding SA (needed in 
the respective trades, see Glossary), the effect has also tended to shut out other conversation 
partners. So here is a collaboration of disciplines, working together from a broad faith-
perspective within the Christian tradition. Contrary to some opinions, combining theology 
and the social sciences for SA has not been tried and found wanting; it has been found 
difficult and largely left untried. 

As I am writing this, a Salt Lake City Jury has found fifty-nine-year-old Brian David 
Mitchell guilty of kidnapping Elizabeth Smart (then fourteen, in 2002) for the purpose 
of having sex. I took some notes. I mention this case because it illustrates the complexity 
that often surrounds SA and the necessity of coordinative modalities of learning for a fuller 
understanding and advocacy.

Mitchell, accompanied by his wife, Wanda Eileen Barzee (age sixty-six) is a self-
proclaimed prophet who goes by the name “Immanuel.” Mitchell is an excommunicated 
Mormon who has written a manifesto embracing polygamy. He considers Elizabeth 
his wife, attempting to rename her “Remnant-Who-Will-Return,” a likely reference to 
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Shear-yashub in Isaiah 7:3. Mitchell knew Elizabeth because her mother had hired him to 
work on the family’s house. For Mitchell, Elizabeth’s nine-month disappearance was not 
a kidnapping, but a “call from God.” Each day during his trial, Mitchell would enter the 
courtroom singing hymns from an LDS hymnal. 

To symbolically sever her ties to family, Mitchell forced her to burn her pajamas 
worn on the night she was abducted. She later found a safety pin from her pajamas in 
the ashes and secretly kept it. Elizabeth was raped almost daily, forced to drink alcohol, 
use drugs, and view pornography. Once when she did try to escape, Mitchell and Barzee 
told her that the next time she would be killed by a sword-wielding angel. Elizabeth was 
so terrified that on the day police located her, she said she was someone else, Augustine 
Marshall. She later stated, “I felt terrible that the detective hadn’t pushed harder and had 
just walked away.” Is this kind of thinking adequately understood? 

Reflecting on her story, several points should be noted. Mitchell had threatened to 
kill her family if Elizabeth spoke out, brainwashing was involved—but the safety pin was 
a kind of transitional object for Elizabeth to her prior life. Do we simply call Mitchell 
mentally ill and decry “patriarchal religion?” Mitchell’s profile was clearly delusional, 
anti-social, and also narcissistic. His world view was shaped by facets of Mormon culture 
and doctrine (polygamy is no longer held). The context of socialization and tradition does 
play a role. Does the faith community adequately value victim impact statements that 
might critique these religious traditions? The fact that so many people of faith have been 
abused, and then “abandon” their faith should be enough to bring the psychologist and 
pastor into sober dialogue. 

Recall that Mitchell was known to the Smart family. Most victims know their abusers, 
which compounds issues of anger, betrayal, and shame. For her part, Elizabeth returned 
from Paris, France, nine years later for the trial—she was completing her LDS missionary 
service. She is Mormon herself. How are therapists trained to work with religion? Just 
what parts of a victim’s life should therapy focus on? Elizabeth’s own family was strongly 
opposed to Mitchell even being charged with any sexual abuse crimes, fearing the detail 
that she would have to give in the trial. Was her parents’ fear entirely for her sake? Who 
suffers more from silence: the abuser, the family, or the abused? Who sets the agenda?

Do police and social workers adequately understand shame-based social systems 
and the tenacity of religious convictions? Is culture and faith to be dismissed as outdated 
or a nuisance? Well, consider that Elizabeth was handcuffed and placed in the back of 
a squad car. What does that communicate! Sadly, cases large enough to compete with 
the Olympics are probably going to be known by the name of the perpetrator, not the 
victim—Elizabeth. Nor is every abuse survivor, even those molested once, able to show 
the resilience of Elizabeth Smart. Are church leaders adequately trained for this kind of 
complexity? Not every survivor gets a “guilty” verdict to help with closure. She wants to 
be a lawyer. I wonder why? My point is that addressing SA is bigger than all of us. Every 
professional discipline is needed. It is time to work together!
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What Makes this Book Unique
The Long Journey Home is a collection of specialists meeting to discuss and speak into 
the complexities SA. Much like doctors in consultation for a person with cancer, The 
Long Journey Home is, as Nancy Nason–Clark and Steve McMullin describe it, “trans-
disciplinary triage.” Twenty-six contributors—thirteen women and thirteen men—
used their academic training and professional and ministerial experience. The result 
is twenty-three chapters collected under three headings: (1) Understanding Sexual 
Abuse through the Social Sciences, (2) Engaging Sexual Abuse through the Theological 
Disciplines, and (3) Addressing Sexual Abuse through Pastoral Care. 

The chapters are written at a semi-technical level. The tone of the book is instruc-
tional, pastoral, and at times almost investigative. Readers may feel like they are seated at 
a table, surrounded by a team of concerned professionals discussing their own situations 
and offering strategies to help the abused, instruct leaders, and guide the church. The uni-
versal problem of SA requires a more universal approach, so the language is overall, inten-
tionally inclusive. Gender specific treatments are already out there. Contributors worked 
from their own training, insight, and passion. Beyond a broad Christian commitment, 
there was no intention to use one method, one school of thought, or to arrive at any set 
of conclusions—The Long Journey Home uses multivalent methods in a multidimensional 
dialogue. The result is a rich ferment of discussion and maybe a few differing opinions. 
But enough lines have already been drawn in the sand. In the address of SA, it is time for 
disagreement at a higher level. 

Also included are five Stories of Survivors who boldly share from their own lives. For 
various reasons, readers may need to hear or reference a personal story, a survivor’s ac-
count in their own words; these are important as well. Each chapter closes with Questions 
for Discussion and additional resources For Further Reading. The questions highlight vi-
tal points in the chapter, press the reader to contemplate certain scenarios and contempo-
rary social views, and offer suggestions to engage various aspects of SA in the classroom 
of academy as well as ministries of the community and local church. So the questions are 
written with various professions in view. Whether the reader wants an introductory treat-
ment of a given issue or a more advanced discussion in a professional journal, the reading 
list is always offered to help guide the user—college professor or pastor, group leader or 
counselor. Regardless, the desire of all the contributors is to partner with Christian lead-
ers who want to address SA in a more focused, proactive, and redemptive manner.

Finally a glossary, some written prayers for survivors, and a bibliography close out 
the volume. Prompted by the asterisk (*) in the text of the book (including the foot-
notes), the glossary alphabetically defines around five hundred terms used by therapists, 
theologians, and pastors. Following a interdisciplinary dialogue requires such tools. For 
many glossary terms, cross-references are offered for a more in-depth understanding for 
the reader (e.g., Family Dysfunction also refers the reader to Boundary Confusion and 
Enmeshed Relationship). The written prayers are addressed below. While For Further 
Reading has a broader appeal, the extensive bibliography may be valued more by the 
student, counselor, or specialist. It not only contains the sources used in the chapters, but 
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also many other scholarly resources on aspects of SA. A list of helpful web resources has 
also been provided for survivors and caretakers, alike.

How to Use This Book
Within psychology, theology, and pastoral care, the interests and needs of many profes-
sions and ministries are represented and also overlap. The Long Journey Home offers an 
arc of understanding. So I thought I would offer a few suggestions to help maximize use 
of this book.

Begin in one of the above three fields with which you are most familiar, but don’t 
stop there! Work toward the most unfamiliar discipline; don’t neglect it (e.g., theol-
ogy). Sexual abuse is not mono- but multi-factorial, so listen to the insights and 
concerns of other professional voices at the table.
If you are a teacher, encourage the students to thoroughly engage the Questions for 
Discussion. By design, these questions will pull from many opinions, perspectives, 
and backgrounds. 
If you are a survivor, try to find a counselor, pastor, or trusted friend to read this 
material with you. Or, join a support group where you can reflect, process, and 
grieve as you need to. Your own journey of healing can be a slow “spiral upwards.” 
Give yourself some time, but quality information is vital.
Pastors and Christian leaders, you will find much in these chapters to bolster your 
current policies, develop your sermons and seminars, and assist in your search for 
professional counselors that can help. These chapters recommend many creative 
ideas to inform the abused in your congregation that you care and are willing to 
walk with them. Many ideas are offered here to develop healing services for the 
abused. There are many biblical texts from the Old and New Testament that need to 
be preached, taught, and employed in articulate and sensitive ways for the sexually 
wounded.
The Written Prayers for Survivors are offered primarily to give survivors needed 
words. Help survivors write their own. Therapists can use these prayers in sup-
port groups. Counselors can use them as diagnostic tools to see what emotions 
a survivor identifies with. In these prayers, survivors have a mode of expression 
that does not hide their anger, sense of betrayal, or fear that God himself may have 
abandoned them. In them, survivors always find that Jesus suffered in ways amaz-
ingly similar to their experiences. Pastors can use some of these prayers for healing 
services designed for the abused. Such prayers can be an aid when teaching or help-
ing others lament and redeem their pain.
For therapists and Christians leading support groups, the discussion questions can 
be very helpful to raise issues, prompt differing perspectives, process experiences, 
and represent viewpoints that might not have been considered. This is important in 
shaping a generous dialogue and teaching others the skills of advocacy.
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For instructors leading classes on sexuality, trauma, counseling the abused, or pas-
toral ethics, and so on, I encourage you to dig deep in all areas. The entire book can 
be used in the class. Especially important for counseling and therapy is becoming 
familiar with the glossary of terms surrounding SA. The Stories of Survivors are 
excellent case studies. Educators and therapists can use these to illustrate the dif-
ferent issues and complexities commonly faced by survivors, their social contexts, 
and communities of faith.
If you are a grieving parent, friend, sibling, or spouse, find a counselor or church 
leader to work with you through particular chapters of this book. Try to under-
stand how you can help support your child, friend, or family member or spouse. 
A counselor or pastor can also help you find some literature listed in For Further 
Reading. 

In short, here is a mine of ideas to help understand and minister to the sexually 
abused. There is room at the table, come join the dialogue!

We are not alone in our sadness, loneliness, longing, frustration, disorientation and 
confusion, anger, guilt, anxiety, fear, and helplessness. Others, too, are daunted by 
challenges to reshape their daily lives and recast the next chapters of their life stories. 
In this shared plight, others know us as fellow travelers who struggle to find our way 
again in worlds transformed by loss.

—Thomas Attig
Andrew J. Schmutzer

Easter, 2011
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8
A Theology of Sexuality and its Abuse

Creation, Evil, and the Relational Ecosystem

Andrew J. Schmutzer, PhD

There is a mystery to sexuality that demands respect. The most treasured relation-
ships in Scripture—personal, national, and divine—draw deeply on sexual imagery: 

“as a bridegroom rejoices over his bride, so will your God rejoice over you” (Isah 62:5b, cf. 
Rev 21:2, 9).1 Paul’s language to the Corinthians also employs sacred motifs of sexuality: “I 
promised you to one husband, to Christ, so that I might present you as a pure virgin to him” 
(2 Cor 11:2b). Appropriately, Brueggemann states: 

[F]aith that must resort to the most erotic imagery to speak about a covenantal relation-
ship that operates at the deepest levels of trust and intimacy is useful indeed . . . the 
outcome of such usage is a relationship glorious in its intimacy and costly in its brokenness. 
The Bible understands that sexuality is the ultimate arena of cost and joy.2  

So how does a sexually abused child carry both cost and joy into their adult life? 
How does a young woman anticipate her marriage—“glorious in its intimacy”—when her 
own father has sexually betrayed her during her years of nurture, leaving his child with a 
defining experience “costly in its brokenness?” Sexuality may be “personal,” but it is never 
private.3 Whether in brokenness or gloriousness, sexuality functions within a grand web of 
embodied relationships that are fragile, connected, and enduring.

1. Translations reflect the TNIV, unless otherwise noted or author’s translation (AT). The language in this 
context refers to the “Bride [be(ulah] of God” in marriage (v. 4, cf. Isah 54:5). In Hosea 2:19 God declares of 
Israel, “I will betroth you to me forever; I will betroth you with [ב] righteousness and justice, with [ב] love and 
compassion” (AT). The Hebrew preposition in 2:19–20[21–22] is a bêt of price, here alluding to the cost of 
bridal gifts (cf. Gen 29:18). This construction can also connote “risk” (Arnold and Choi, A Guide to Biblical 
Hebrew Syntax, 106). John the Baptist speaks of Jesus as the “Bridegroom” (John 3:25–30), as Jesus also calls 
himself (Matt 9:14–15). In Revelation, John hears the thunderous announcement: “the wedding of the Lamb 
has come and his bride has made herself ready” (Rev 19:7b). For an illuminating discussion of early ascetic 
interpretation, see Clark, “The Celibate Bridegroom and His Virginal Brides,” 1–25.

2. Brueggemann, “Sexuality,” 195; emphasis added.
3. By “sexuality,” I mean the *embodied physical behavior of people and the various sexual parts of their 

bodies involved in expression that is sexual—and therefore intra-relational and so beyond mere “acts.” This em-
bodied behavior necessarily includes interactive emotions, sensation, and memory (see Gravett, “Sex, Sexuality,” 
5:199; also the stimulating theological discussion on redemptive memory by Volf, The End of Memory).
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SEXUAL ABUSE, SCRIPTURE AND THEOLOGY:  
A MESSY OBLIGATION

In this chapter we focus on a *biblical theology of sexuality primarily through the texts 
of creation (Genesis 1–3). Secondarily, we will observe how sexuality and its desecration 
reverberates through Scripture: in narratives of sexual violation (e.g., 2 Samuel 13), in 
Jesus’ prescriptive model for human sexual behavior (Mark 10:6–9), and in Paul’s letter 
of moral exhortation (1 Thess 4:1–8). Throughout, however, our chief interest is in the 
significance of the relational dynamics that surround sexuality and its violation, including 
agency, consequences, *intergenerational transmission, and the way sin, evil, and com-
munity are portrayed in violence that is sexual in nature. 

Using a biblical theological approach enables us to highlight literary, historical, and 
thematic trajectories in these texts. Further, a combination of these elements, within the 
context of Christian faith, forms a “plausibility structure”4 of Scriptural reading that is 
sensitive to the on-going truths of these biblical stories—both the horizontal and vertical 
realities of human sexuality.5 After all, the “horizontal dimensions of biblical theology 
cannot be separated from the vertical ones: love of neighbor is practiced within the claim 
divine love makes upon humankind.”6 Note this relational dynamic that James K. Mead 
highlights in his useful definition:

Biblical theology seeks to identify and understand the Bible’s theological message 
and themes, as well as how the Bible witnesses to those themes and to whom and by 
whom it declares that message. The outcome of such investigation will lead us to hear 
what the Bible says about God’s being, words, and actions; about God’s relationship 
to all creation, especially humankind; and about the implications this divine-human 
encounter has for relationships between human beings.7 

The literature on gender, sexuality, and *sexual ethics is a veritable explosion8 as 
there are diverse groups, approaches, and issues at stake.9 Adequately addressing people 

4. Moberly, The Theology of the Book of Genesis, 7.
5. For a helpful application of biblical theology to ministry, see House, “Biblical Theology and the 

Wholeness of Scripture,” 267–79.
6. Mead, Biblical Theology, 242. Note how Jesus’ explanation of bi-directional love in Matt 22:35–40 

draws both from the “Shema” (Deut 6:5) and Lev 19:18 (cf. Mark 12:30).
7. Ibid; emphasis added. Focusing on history, literature, and anthropology, we will not be investigating 

the philosophical implications better addressed in other disciplines.
8. For a helpful survey of contemporary Catholic moralists, see Keenan, “Contemporary Contributions 

to Sexual Ethics,” 148–167; a centrist treatment is Hollinger, The Meaning of Sex; a liberationist and activist 
treatment is Ipsen, Sex Working and the Bible; a stimulating discussion, especially for its analysis of *wife/
marital rape and the rape of men, is feminist scholar Scholz, Sacred Witness; a provocative anthology of 
essays largely from a theologically liberal perspective is Kamitsuka, The Embrace of Eros, Bodies, Desires, 
and Sexuality in Christianity; a conservative *evangelical treatment is Heimbach, True Sexual Morality; a 
innovative and historical-critical discussion is Carr, The Erotic Word; a progressive and pluralistic collection 
of diverse methodologies (e.g., history, psychology, literature, gender, ritual, cognitive science, etc.) explor-
ing the relationship between humans and the divine as gendered and sexual is Nissinen and Uro, Sacred 
Marriages; an *exegetical and magisterial discussion of Old Testament texts is Davidson, Flame of Yahweh, 
esp. his bibliography (659–801).

9. In same-sex discussions in Catholic circles, for example, classicists use “a fixed anthropology that does 
not yield to experience or contemporary social-scientific claims,” while “revisionists employ a personalist 
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who have a history of *sexual abuse (SA) is a complex undertaking. It requires a multiplex 
approach: an interplay of social-sciences, pastoral *empathy, and relational categories ca-
pable of addressing the “attack-factor” of physical violation, *intrafamilial betrayal, bibli-
cal *anthropology, and the *disorganized relational associations that can be both cause and 
effect. Along with the victim’s psychological damage are also composite issues of *spiritual 
incest and theological trauma—healing for victims often requires “chasing down” the God 
who never showed up or worse, sat passively by!10 In fact, the complexity of issues surround-
ing SA—chaos at numerous levels—is part of the reason our understanding of SA needs a 
more holistic articulation and implementation, making trans-disciplinary studies like this 
necessary. 

For many reasons, studying the brokenness of SA alongside Scripture—of an already 
mysterious sexuality—creates a “messy obligation.” Understanding and responding to the 
sexually abused means we are committed to the revealed truth of Scripture as well as the 
observed truth of empirical studies,11 which help illuminate the victim’s lived-experience.12 
When revealed truth and observed truth merge, then the complexity of the human condition 
is in fullest view—the “treasure in jars of clay” (2 Cor 4:7). 

CREATION THEOLOGY: THE BACKDROP OF SEXUALITY
In Genesis we find “a theological understanding of the Old Testament on its own 
ground.”13 Here is the canonical “downbeat” of sexuality, a sexuality rooted in *creation 
theology. Paradoxically, the Creator’s intention for human sexuality can appear all the 
more vibrant when we consider the demise of Eden. While it may seem counter-intui-
tive, we are aided in a theology of sexuality by acknowledging the state of the broken world 
as we know it—the world that victims of abuse know in uniquely painful ways. 

Eden Is Long Gone: Facing a Collective Reality
Creation’s portrait of human sexuality is deeply fractured. This rupture of biblical sexuality 
exists in every class, country, culture, and religious expression. When, for example: por-

and relational anthropology” (Keenan, “Contemporary Contributions,” 149; emphasis added); so Keenan, 
who notes the critique of current Catholic moralists against each other’s views. The issue of *same-sex at-
traction (SSA) is driving much of this discussion in Catholic circles. Similar Protestant discussions include 
Seitz, “Sexuality and Scripture’s Plain Sense,” 319–339; and Miller, “What the Scriptures Principally Teach,” 
286–296.

10. See Habakkuk’s sharp protest (of lament) to a God slow to respond to the problems of his own 
people, neither hearing nor intervening in the face of serious injustices (1:1–4). For some helpful theological 
address of divine relationality and absence, see Burnett, Where is God?, Brueggemann, An Unsettling God, 
and Garrett, “Why, God, Why?” 1–33.

11. In key places Scripture exhorts people to scrutinize or investigate something: “go to the ant; study its 
ways and learn” (Prov 6:6 JPS); “Consider the lilies of the field, how they grow; they neither toil nor spin” 
(Matt 6:28b NRSV, cf. Prov 30:25–28; Job 12:7; 14:2). Accurately experiencing this life is more important 
than securing it (Williams, Those Who Ponder Proverbs, 50).

12. The helpful terms and discussion of Biddle, Missing the Mark, xi–xii; see also Green, Body, Soul, and 
Human Life, 1–34.

13. Rendtorff, Canon and Theology, 88; emphasis original.
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nography remains so well funded, affecting children, women, and men; when women are 
victimized through *corrective rape in war-torn countries like Africa; when a 170-page 
manual on child *molestation circulates that details step-by-step, how to find, *groom, 
and molest children;14 when human *sex trafficking exploits children and young women 
like *“chattel” on a global market; when young girls must endure *female circumcision; 
when boys are sexually abused throughout the world but shame, *cultural mores,15 and 
male *stereotypes keep them quiet; when women are maimed or burned in *“honor kill-
ing” for breaking sectarian relational *taboos; when protestant churches sensitively pray 
about infertility on Mother’s Day but won’t acknowledge the sexually abused sitting in the 
same room;16 when the Catholic Church remains so dogmatic about adult contraception 
but criminally silent about child sexual abuse of epidemic proportion—the portrait of 
biblical sexuality is indeed fractured! 

In his book Sex in the Bible, J. Harold Ellens captures the moral gravity of our time 
when he laments that, “we increasingly witness the progressive unfolding of the horror of 
sexual abuse and other forms of sexual aberration in all societies on this planet, particu-
larly in religious communities.”17 Singling out the religious communities and the leaders 
of our faith traditions is a haunting but necessary remark. Any shepherd who preys on their 
sheep by sexually abusing them is a profound illustration of corrosive hypocrisy—to faith, 
body, and community (Ezekiel 34). 

It has been estimated that in a fifty-two-year period (1950–2002), at least fifty thou-
sand young people were abused by priests.18 What major Western country has not had the 
sexual abuse crisis hit their community of faith? Through symbolism or other means, there 
is now a need for collective *restitution and healing on an international and inter-faith scale 
(Psalm 32). On the model of South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission,19 the 
international faith community needs to demonstrate a renewed welcome to their sexually 
violated, standing in solidarity with the betrayed in the name of our Wounded Lamb who 

14. A report that emerged from Central Florida concerning Phillip R. Greaves II and his “How-To-
*Pedophilia” book; see: http://www.wftv.com/news/24862761/detail.html; accessed October 13, 2010.

15. A personal friend of mine is a missionary working primarily with Arab women in the Middle East. 
She tells of two young women in a *support-type group who were engaged to be married but, as she found 
out, they were understandably petrified to tell their male fiancées that they were not virgins (a horrific 
dishonor in that culture), having been sexually abused as children. After some time, both women agreed to 
disclose their “soiled pasts” to their fiancées. They reported back, the men had not rejected them—both men 
revealed that they too had been sexually abused!

16. To acknowledge the sexually abused (young and old) in their congregations, churches could consider 
placing a single white rose (for purity) at the front of the sanctuary and dedicating the entire service to all 
forms of violence in their congregation, including sexual abuse. Leaders should remind victims that virginity 
is given, not stolen. Using *Holy Innocents’ Day (Dec 28; cf. Matt 2:16) is appropriate, when Herod ordered 
the killing of children. Who is being hurt more by the “sacred silence” of churches?

17. Ellens, Sex in the Bible, x.
18. Beste, “Mediating God’s Grace Within the Context of Trauma,” 245–246; idem, God and the Victim, 

esp. 1–16 and 37–57. Some organizations estimate that there are 39 million survivors of childhood sexual 
abuse (CSA) in the USA alone (see darkness2light.org).

19. Tutu, No Future without Forgiveness; Barnes Lampman, God and the Victim, and more recently, de 
Gruchy, Reconciliation, esp. 147–180; Browning and Reed, Forgiveness, Reconciliation, and Moral Courage.
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stands “as slain” (Rev 5:6a).20 The eternal scarring of the Savior is extremely meaning-
ful to the sexually violated. This biblical text holds out a precious truth and a healing 
paradox for abused people still struggling with the effects of their *trauma: at the center 
of the throne John no longer sees the Lion (5:5), but now a Lamb (5:6). John’s theology 
of Christ’s victory through sacrifice “emphasizes the lasting benefits of his sacrificial death 
and resurrection.”21 Christ did not die to save humans from their humanity, but to authenti-
cate and redeem it.22 Through the scarred Christ, a holistic redemption is provided.

Various cultural forces have exacerbated this fracturing of sexuality, including: “The 
modern ‘turn to the subject,’ the inordinate preoccupation with ‘I,’”23 the ever-destructive 
religious hypocrisies, and various social movements defined by *power structures have, 
for example, called into question the foundational claims of biblical sexuality.24 In many 
ways, the church has blunted its own authority on sexual ethics. Too much preaching on 
“little sins” has shrunk our hearts. What imagination do people have left for epic waves 
of human violation sweeping our globe?25 Abuse victims are further diminished when 
fellow humans repackage others’ pain, rather than sitting with the broken. Unfortunately, 
as Walter Brueggemann has observed:

The practical outcome of this compartmentalization in the contemporary church is 
that so-called conservatives tend to take careful account of the most rigorous claims 
of the Bible concerning sexuality, and are indifferent to what the Bible says about 
economics. Mutatis mutandis, so-called liberals relish what the Bible says in de-

20. Revelation uses “lamb” (contra “lion,” v. 5) twenty-eight times exclusively to designate the resur-
rected, victorious Christ (5:9; 7:14; 12:11; 13:8; 17:14, cf. John 1:29, 36). As a perfect past participle, esphag-
menon (“having been slain”; including the perfect “having taken his stand,” cf. 13:3) expresses an on-going 
condition as a result of the past act of being slain (cf. Rev 13:8). Greg Beale states, “The translation ‘as though 
slain’ is unnecessary and misleading, as if the Lamb only looked slain but was not; ‘as slain’ is best” (The Book 
of Revelation, 352). Peter Hicks captures the weight of a scarred God in Rev 5:6 with the following theologi-
cal points: (1) What was being done on the cross was huge, (2) What was being done on the cross was being 
done by the triune God, (3) What was being borne on the cross was being borne by the triune God, (4) What 
was done on the cross is forever in the triune God (Hicks, The Message of Evil and Suffering, 78–82); see also 
Moltmann, The Crucified God.

21. Mounce, The Book of Revelation, 144, 146. I am speaking here of the sacrifice of Christ in his death 
and resurrection. The resurrection of Christ should not be used to dismiss or ignore the real suffering of 
abuse victims, nor should survivors view their victimization as any sort of “sacrifice.” Christ’s sacrifice was 
costly, but it was also voluntary suffering (John 10:18; Phil 2:7–8; cf. John 17:5; 2 Cor 8:9). For a discussion 
of how key biblical texts (e.g., “living sacrifice,” Rom 12:1) can sound terrorizing to abuse victims who may 
read with a hermeneutic of self-involvement, see my “Spiritual Formation and Sexual Abuse: Embodiment, 
Community, and Healing,” 81–82 (see For Further Reading).

22. Biddle, Missing the Mark, 73.
23. Brueggemann, “Listening,” 125; also Twenge and Campbell, The Narcissism Epidemic. When hu-

man trauma must be legitimized through power differentials, “tribal affiliations,” and aggressive gender 
ideologies, the *postmodern *hermeneutic of “suspicion” proves ill suited to adequately empathize with the 
totalizing condition of a broken humanity.

24. See the introductory discussion of Gagnon, “Sexuality,” and Yao-Hwa Sung, “Culture and 
Hermeneutics,” 739; 150–55, respectively.

25. Miller, “Sermons That are Now? What a Novel Idea!” 11.
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manding ways about economics, but tread lightly around what the Bible says about 
sexuality.26 

Clearly, a representative policy on sexual abuse is desperately needed, one that can tran-
scend our differences, and I believe a collective voice may yet be found to address this 
issue. 

Serious fracture is also evident when entire populations use stock phrases like: “my 
sex life”—an ethical *oxymoron—they betray a lack of interpersonal understanding, 
steeped instead in ideologies of autonomy and hyperindividualism. Rather, as Christian 
Gostecnik reminds us, “[S]exuality is and remains the arena where the most important 
relational configurations play out, and with all their power point to a transcendence and 
sacredness of interpersonal and *family system relationships.”27 Yet without an adequate 
perspective of the relational web comes a tragic minimizing of a deeply relational form of 
trauma. What has withered outside Eden is the very foundation for an interconnected-
ness that is also accountable.

Learning from Eden’s Loss: Reclaiming a Collective Conscience
Persons are parts of relationships. Addressing SA requires a more theologically integrative 
anthropology—including the contextualizing nature of lived-experience. Also needed is a 
more respectful appraisal of cultural assumptions that define personhood, assumptions 
operating in and outside the church.28 Historically, theology has assumed a rather Western 
and “fixed” anthropology: essentially *dualistic, excessively individualized, culturally 
“flat,” and an experientially minimalist view of personhood.29 However, through creation, 
Scripture offers a vision of moral community that also defines personal morality.30 Creation 
theology mediates the two extremes of collective *fatalism and hyperindividualism.31 In 
creation theology, both individual and collective realities are anchored and affirmed. 

Understandably, personal violence and relational loss can foster a sharp distaste for the 
finitude and contingency of creation as part of its goodness.32 “In creation is a recognition of 
the worth of limitation . . . that which is limited and finite constitutes the very place in which 
God’s being is exhibited.”33 But such creaturely (inter-)dependence can appear like reckless 
vulnerability. Sexually violated people naturally tend to “wall-up” and “close in”; post-viola-
tion, relational vulnerability can simply seem too costly. Yet there is hope. Creation teaches 

26. Brueggemann, An Unsettling God, 188 n.23.
27. Gostecnik, “Sexuality and the Longing for Salvation,” 589; emphasis added.
28. Yao-Hwa Sung, “Culture and Hermeneutics,” 150–55.
29. Research in altered neurobiology, neurodevelopmental factors, and the *dissociative continuum sur-

rounding trauma are raising the profile of the environment’s role in “brain molding” and what shapes the 
person at the deepest levels (see www.ChildTrauma.org; also Murphy, Bodies and Souls, or Spirited Bodies?). 
On a more general level, see the stimulating discussions of Green, Body, Soul, and Human Life; Corcoran, 
Rethinking Human Nature.

30. Divito, “Anthropology, OT Theological,” 1:173; emphasis added.
31. Klingbeil, “Between ‘I’ and ‘We’,” 335.
32. Rego, Suffering and Salvation, 216.
33. Ibid., quoting Kennedy, Deus Humanissimus, 86; emphasis original.
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an exalted anthropology; humankind is dignified through the *image of God (discussed 
below). Outside Eden, people still retain their ability to choose and the dignity of agency, 
enabling a journey of healing within community. Collective conscience—whether celebrat-
ing or restoring it—means that personal morality is operating within moral community. 

Buried in the profound damage of sexual abuse lay the vestiges of a Creator’s in-
tended design for sexual personhood. John MacMurray rightly claims that “personal 
existence is constituted by the relation of persons”—the personal self has “its being in 
relationships.”34 This reality of “situatedness” in biblical anthropology highlights ethical 
elements functioning within the “I–Thou” and “We” of personhood. It is this relational 
dynamic that highlights the devastation factor of human-induced trauma and the endur-
ing consequences of sexual violation.35 Neither sexuality nor its abuse can be adequately 
grasped outside of Creation’s view of being-in-relation. These implications run deep, both 
for violation and healing. For example, “All memories are communal,” argues theolo-
gian Miroslav Volf. “Individuals do not remember alone but as members of a group.”36 
Acknowledging these realities of personhood, we turn to Genesis 1.

Sexuality Rooted in Doxology
Genesis 1:1–2:3 functions as the first exposition.37 The poetic cadence of this initial unit is 
theo-centric *doxology, “a world-making *liturgy that invites the congregation to respond in 
regular *litany, ‘it is good . . . very good.’”38 As theologized history,39 creation theology has also 
spawned numerous creation-psalms. In fact, so central was creation to Israel’s faith and hope 
that “Israel spoke about Yahweh’s creation activity above all in hymnic praise” (e.g., Psalms 
8, 18, 65, 104, 148).40 Creation is worded-forth, according to the “moral imagination”41 of the 
Creator. Divine speech is effective, for the Creator to speak is to manifest (Gen 1:3, 6, 9, 11, 
etc.).42 What God makes is more than “good” (vv. 10, 12, 18, 25); the concluding evaluation 
is “very good” (1:31)—only after the creation of humankind. Elohim is the transcendent, 
wholly-other, universal King (cf. 1 Sam 12:12; Ps 95:3–7).43 But God is not sexed, he is supra-
sexual. The God of biblical creation is unique. “Outside Israel all gods or goddesses are sexed 

34. MacMurray, Self as Agent, 17; emphasis original.
35. According to Beste, human-induced trauma carries a greater impact (God and the Victim, 38). While 

cancer and car wrecks may also produce forms of PTSD, one still passively “contracts a disease” or is “in-
volved in a collision”—but the active violation from another human being makes the trauma of SA, the 
contravening of one’s will, uniquely devastating.

36. Volf, The End of Memory, 99; also citing Halbwachs, “The Social Frameworks of Memory,” 38.
37. The language of Wenham, Story as Torah, 24, 27.
38. Brueggemann, “Creation,” 40. Similarly, Gordon J. Wenham speaks of Gen 1:1–2:3 as “a hymnic 

overture to the book” (Story as Torah, 24).
39. Wenham, Exploring The Old Testament, 15, 16; similarly, Waltke, Old Testament Theology, 39–40.
40. Hermisson, “Observations on the Creation Theology in Wisdom,” 123.
41. For discussion of “moral imagination,” see Brown, The Ethos of the Cosmos, esp. 46–52.
42. God’s “act of speech” is his work. This is why in judgment, God falls silent (Genesis 7–8)—chaos 

reasserts itself in the un-creation of the flood (cf. Amos 8:11).
43. J. Gordon McConville calls Kingship “the root metaphor” (“The Judgment of God in the Old 

Testament,” 25).
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. . . goddesses all over the world are directly and inescapably linked to sexuality.”44 In contrast 
to the ancient Near Eastern cultures,45 as John N. Oswalt explains:

[H]uman sexual behavior is specifically desacralized. Nothing happens to God or 
to nature when a man and a woman have sex together . . . Sex is a divinely willed 
characteristic of creation, but it is not a characteristic of ultimate reality. As a result, 
the Bible builds specific boundaries around the practice of sex . . . God is beyond the 
limits of our sexuality. So, these prohibitions on sex outside of heterosexual marriage 
are not the work of prudes. They are a revelation of the boundaries inside of which 
the Creator intended us to find blessing and not curse.46 

Nevertheless, as John Goldingay explains: “God can be bodily enough to be seen (e.g., 
Exod 24:9–11) and specifically has, for example, eyes, a nose, a face, arms, hands and a 
womb—everything but genitals.”47 Since God is neither male nor female, human sexuality 
is a result of creation, not a quality of a sexual Creator.48

44. Oswolt, The Bible Among the Myths, 72, 73; see esp. 63–84. Enuma Elish, the early second millennium 
B.C.E. Babylonian account of creation contains a recital of the generation of the gods (theogony) that leads 
to the creation of humans and the world:

When on high the heaven had not been named,
Firm ground below had not been called by name,
There was nothing but primordial Apsu, their begetter,
And Mummu-Tiamat, she who bore them all,
Their waters commingling as a single body;
No reed hut had been matted, nor marsh land had appeared,
When no gods whatever had been brought into being,
Uncalled by name, their destinies undetermined—
Then it was that the gods were formed within them.
Lahmu and Lahamu were brought forth, by name they were called. 

(Arnold and Beyer, “Enuma Elish,” 32).
45. Evidence of the human sexual and divine combined in ritual has been found in Middle Assyrian lead 

figurines. This ritual intercourse, with *amuletic property, depicts a man standing and the woman resting on 
an altar. Similar models of male and female sexual organs were found in the temple of Ishtar at Ashur and 
are connected with her cult as the goddess of physical love and prostitution (Green and Baird, “Prostitution 
and Ritual Sex,” 236).

46. Oswolt, The Bible Among the Myths, 74, 75; emphasis added.
47. Goldingay, Old Testament Theology, 1:102–103. Female imagery for God employs metaphors of rich 

relational involvement, e.g., a woman in childbirth (Isah 42:14; cf. Deut 32:18) and a comforting mother 
(Isah 66:13). 

In stark contrast to the non-sexual portrait of God, pagan religion and magic also saw demons as either 
male or female, not sexually neutral. The sex and sexuality of demons is particularly evident in magical 
documents from Mesopotamia. Female “Lilith” demons who murdered infants were especially evil. Female 
Liliths were also sexually seductive spirits that would attack men at night, stealing their semen. Male Lilith 
demons were thought to seduce women through their dreams. Thus, sexually producing demons after their 
own kind was a common belief. Human sexual dreams were viewed as evidence of demonic seduction, and 
many ancient Jews held that such dreams constituted a sort of marriage, one only dissolved by a formal 
divorce or “gēt” (Billington, “Ancient Exorcists, Demons, and the Name of Jesus: Part One,” 18, 20).

48. “Sex,” in Dictionary of Biblical Imagery, 776; emphasis added.
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Sexuality Deliberately Connecting Genesis 1 and 2
The doxology of creation moves from earth (1:2) to “earthling” (1:26), inanimate to the 
animate, chaos to rest. “All of creation—the natural world and humans together—stands 
in relationship to God and is a suitable vehicle of God’s presence.”49 Yet, rising in complex-
ity and agency, the creation of humankind on Day 6 is twice the length (149 words [vv. 
26–31]) of its corresponding Day 3 (69 words [vv. 9–13]). The doxology culminates with 
humankind (1:26–28), the pinnacle of God’s eight creative acts.50

The 2nd exposition (2:4–4:26) amplifies the origin (2:7, 21–22) and sexuality of hu-
mankind (2:18, 23–25). The viewpoint shifts from a cosmic panorama (Genesis 1) to the 
“ground-level” particulars of the human pair (Genesis 2). Tying these two expositions 
together are foundational theological themes with sexuality framing them all. Observe 
the following diagram.

Sexuality Among the Themes of Genesis 1 & 2

Theme Domain Related Significance
Gen 1 Sexuality (1:26–27) humankind [+ Divine Speech, v. 26]

Dominion (1:28) animals [Pos. Law/Command, v. 
28]

Food (1:29–30) land
Gen 2 Food (2:8–17) land [Neg. Law/Prohib., vv. 

16–17]
Dominion (2:18–20) animals
Sexuality (2:21–25) humankind [+ Human Speech, v. 23]

Using *chiastic structure, sexuality is the framing theme, highlighting theological focus. 
Law not only establishes boundaries in the best interests of human life, but law is also 
God’s gracious gift and pre-dates rebellion.51 “The law is given because God is concerned 
about the best possible life for all of God’s creatures.”52 Whether as boundary or bless-
ing, God’s directives foster life: for procreation (1:28) and relational protection (2:16–17). 
God’s provision of food moves from the introduction of image bearers—sexuality in the 
*Creation Mandate (1:26–27, discussed below)—to sexuality in vulnerability (2:21–25). 
The two sexes who have “dominion” over the animals (1:28; cf. Ps 8:6–8[7–9]) in turn 
define their sexual uniqueness in contrast to the animals (2:20, 24). “Procreation is shared 

49. Simkins, Creator and Creation, 131.
50. Not surprisingly, this elevation of the human order finds echoes elsewhere in Scripture: “kings . . . 

rulers . . . young men and women, old men and children. Let them praise the name of the LORD”; “praise 
him in his mighty heavens. Praise him for his acts of power,” cf. Pss 148:11–13a; 150:1b–2a; cf. 8:4–6[5–7]; 
Phil 2:7–10.

51. Birch et al., A Theological Introduction to the Old Testament, 51, 52. While the word for “sin, guilt” 
((āôn) is not used until Cain’s punishment (Gen 4:13)—after Adam and Eve’s expulsion—the couple are 
similarly judged for rebellion, breaking the LORD’s command (2:16–17), which God mentions twice (cf. 
3:11b; 17a).

52. Fretheim, “Law in the Service of Life,” 186; emphasis original.
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by humankind with the animal world (Gen 1:22, 28); sexuality is not.”53 Animals multiply 
“according to their kinds” (1:25), but humans, “according to our likeness” (1:26; 5:3).54 
The gravity of sexual abuse is better understood next to a deeper understanding of the 
grandeur of humankind made in God’s image.

The Image of God: Under-kings in Stewardship
The study of the image of God is essentially the study of Western understanding of hu-
manity.55 In Gen 1:26–28 we find core theological values. Here, sexuality participates in 
a holistic anthropology. Unfortunately, texts like Gen 1:26 and 27 are typically read in 
isolation from their larger context, and even God’s dignifying speech. A *close reading 
reveals the literary contour of 1:26–28. God’s speech—both creative and appointing—
actually encircles v. 27; the Creator’s “Let us” (v. 26, 1st person address) culminates with 
his priest-like blessing: “Be fruitful” (v. 28, 2nd person blessing). My following translation 
and semantic layout contextualizes the vital subjects of “humankind,” “image of God,” 
“rule,” and “male and female” in an interplay of divine speech (vv. 26, 28) and a narrator’s 
report (v. 27). Significantly, human sexuality is defined within community, granted a royal 
context, and tasked with an ethical mission.

Image of God (Gen 1:26–28): 
Resemblance and Relationship in Literary Structure 

Announcement: “Let us make humankind (’ādām) in our image . . . our likeness” (26a)
Purpose: “so that THEY may rule over (rādâ): fish, birds, creepers” (26b)

A So created (wybārā’) God the human being (hā’ādām) in his image (27a)
Report: B in the image of God he created him (27b)

B’ male (zākār) and female (nĕqēbâ) he created THEM (27c)
A’ Then blessed (wybārek) God THEM and God said to THEM (28aα)

Blessing1 (= endowment): “Be fruitful. . . multiply . . . fill. . . subdue it” (28aβ)
Blessing2 (= commission): “rule over (rādâ): fish, birds, creepers” (28b)

From the outset, the syntax underscores relationships in purpose. In *performative 
utterance, the more intimate “Let us make” now replaces the impersonal “Let there be” 
(cf. v. 14). The ruling community is specifically tasked—“so that they may rule over . . . 
fish, birds, creepers” (vv. 26b, 28b).56 “They” who are anticipated to “rule” (v. 26b, rādâ) 

53. Trible, God and the Rhetoric of Sexuality, 15.
54. Mentioned four times in Scripture, bestiality refers to sexual acts performed with animals (Exod 

22:19[18]; Lev 18:23; 20:15–16; Deut 27:21; cf. “perversion,” Tanak). Bestiality inverts the created order by 
mixing image bearers with animals (Gen 1:27–28), and is condemned as “confusion” (Heb. tebel). The na-
tions purged from Canaan were guilty of these abominations (Lev 20:23).

55. Goldingay, Old Testament Theology, 1:102, quoting Emil Brunner and Gunnlauger A. Jónsson.
56. In Hebrew, the prefixed verbal form with wāw conjunctive (“so that they may rule over,” v. 26b) fol-

lowing the cohortative (“let us make,” v. 26a) expresses purpose (GKC §109f; Van Leeuwen, “Form, Image,” 
NIDOTTE, 4:645; F. J. Stendebach, “tselem” TDOT, 12:394; A. J. Schmutzer, Be Fruitful and Multiply, 166–



115

A Theology of Sexuality and its Abuse

are the same community (v. 28a, “them”) blessed with “rule” in the Creation Mandate (v. 
28b, rādâ).57 The Mandate blessing ignites life, giving it direction, purpose, and ethical 
mission (Gen 2:15; Psalm 8).58 Human sexuality is presupposed within the relational and 
ethical dynamic of the Mandate.59

Notice that humankind was made in “dialogue” for dialogue—the man will only be 
heard when there is woman, a corresponding being to speak to (2:23).60 *Rhetorically, the 
“divine plural” (= “us”) from the heavenly stage initiates a mission that the “human plural” 
(= “them”) enacts on the earthly stage. Bracketing the entire unit, God’s speech is both 
informative (1:26) and empowering (1:28). 

Highlighting the historical and cultural context, biblical theology sees God’s angelic 
court in the plural “us” (cf. 1 Kgs 22:19–22; Isah 6:8).61 Humankind is cast as the ter-
restrial counterpart to God’s heavenly entourage.62 God’s experience of community now 
spills over into a new arena, “deepening and broadening the community of relationships 
that already exists in the divine realm.”63

As the image of God, humankind both represents and resembles God.64 Rooted in 
the “stuff of earth” (2:7), humankind as the “image of God” has “a physical nature shared 

186). More recent translations are starting to reflect this purpose (so TNIV, NET, cf. NEB).
57. Reading Gen 1:28a (“Be fruitful, increase in number, fill the earth”) as a command to bear children is a 

worn out misreading, confusing the form of the text (grammatical imperative) with its function (genre of bless-
ing). Genesis 1:28 is God’s blessing to accomplish, not humankind’s command to breed (cf. 24:60; 49:22–26). A 
further problem is that this misreading also isolates reproduction (v. 28a) from governance (v. 28b).

58. My emphasis here is of humankind in a power-sharing relationship with their Creator, operating 
within a redemptive trajectory. By contrast, the Cultural Mandate is the classic expression of civilizing-do-
minion in (Dutch) Reformed Covenant Theology and has overplayed the Covenant of Works (Gen 2:15–17), 
thereby flattening and distorting the significance of 1:26–28. See the critique of Wook Chung, “Toward the 
Reformed and Covenantal Theology of Premillennialism,” 133–46, esp. 134–35.

59. Mathews, Genesis 1–11:26, 1:158.
60. B. C. Birch et al., Theological Introduction, 49.
61. The “angelic court” view allows for the ontological *Trinity in Christian theology, but does not re-

quire its expression at this juncture in revelatory history. In addition to ignoring the ancient Near Eastern 
historical context, a key problem with the Trinitarian reading in Gen 1:26 is that the other four uses of the 
plural pronoun with reference “God” (3:22; 11:7; Isah 6:8) do not seem to have the Trinity in view (Waltke, 
Genesis, 64). Goldingay speaks for the vast majority of Old Testament scholarship when he notes: “. . . this 
[the Trinity] would be lost on Genesis’s audience” (Old Testament Theology, 1:98, n.90). For other key biblical 
references to the “angelic court,” see Job 1:6; 2:1; 38:7; Pss 29:1–3; 89:6–8[5–7]; 40:1–6; Dan 10:12–13; Luke 
2:8–14; see also Joüon, A Grammar, §§113e, 136d; Stendebach, “tselem,” TDOT, 12:394; Newsom, “Angels,” 
ABD, 1:248–253, esp. “The Divine Council,” 249; Mullen, Jr., “Divine Assembly,” ABD, 2:214–217; Heiser, 
“Divine Council,” 112–116; Walton, Ancient Near Eastern Thought and the Old Testament, 93–97.

62. McBride, Jr., “Divine Protocol,” 16. Compare with Psalm 148, which uses the same bi-partite struc-
ture to portray the angels in praise (vv. 1–7), followed by the agents of the earthly realm (vv. 8–14)—the 
cosmos in antiphonal chorus.

63. Olson, “Genesis,” 4.
64. Some of the more recent literature to cogently address the complex issue of the “image of God” 

include: Niskanen, “The Poetics of Adam,” 417–36; Schmutzer, Be Fruitful and Multiply, 89–204; Herring, 
“A ‘Transubstantiated’ Humanity,” 480–94; Middleton, The Liberating Image; Waltke, An Old Testament 
Theology, 211–30.
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with the rest of the world and a unique form of liveliness that came from God.”65 In the 
theology of creation, the stone statues used by ancient Near Eastern kings are replaced 
by God’s living emblems. So Goldingay perceptively notes, if the “we” includes God’s 
heavenly entourage, it “would fit with the fact that God and God’s aids all have human 
form when they appear on earth” (e.g., Genesis 18–19).66 Further, the fact that: “You have 
crowned him with glory and honor” (Ps 8:5[6]) coronates human under-kings (Pss 21:5[6]; 
45:3–4[4–5]) with the dignity of their Cosmic King (Pss 29:1–4; 96:6–7; 145:5). “Glory 
and honor” are distinguishing characteristics shared by God and his vice-regents,67 but a 
royalty that is now democratized to all of humankind, not one gender, one class of people, 
or ancient kings who thought they were demigods. “The first human beings are themselves 
royal figures, living in a royal garden and exercising royal authority there.”68

Following the above diagram, Gen 1:26–28 shows that ’ādām refers to the category of 
“human being” to which the individual belongs; that is, collective humankind as “male” 
and “female” (v. 27c). The Old Testament does not use ’ādām to distinguish one individual 
from another.69 The terms and literary structure of this passage shows that neither gen-
der nor *hierarchy is at issue here; at focus is the image-bearer as God’s agent in earthly 
stewardship.70

As image-bearers, their difference lies in sexual structure. Significantly, the terms 
“male” (zākār) and “female” (nĕqēbâ, v. 27c) refer to their capacity as sexual beings, thus 
making sexual potency—alongside the royal status of image-bearing—the gravitational cen-
ter of this passage. As the above diagram shows, sexuality is an assumption celebrated in 
the blessing that immediately follows (v. 28). Not until we come to Gen 2:23 do we find 
the terms “man” (’îš) and “woman” (’iššâ) used by God’s agents. Only in Gen 2:23 are so-
cial relationships evident—gender, as we tend to think of it.71 But our diagram illustrates 
more.

The *chiasm in the center report communicates some unique emphases.72 Together, 
(A, A’) “so created” and “then blessed”73 underscores the fact that human creation is be-

65. Goldingay, Old Testament Theology, 1:99.
66. Ibid., 1:98, n.90.
67. A powerful illustration is found when God “calls out” Job; he states: “Do you have an arm like 

God’s? . . . Adorn yourself with majesty and splendor, and clothe yourself with honor and glory . . . Then I 
will confess to you that your own right hand can deliver you” (40:9a, 10, 14 HCSB).

68. Goldingay, Old Testament Theology, 1:100; emphasis added.
69. Hess, “Adam,” Dictionary of the Old Testament, 19.
70. That some would argue for man and woman being created from an original bisexual, androgynous 

“golem” or asexual being (i.e., 2:23) is exegetically unfounded and historically naïve (so Bal, Lethal Love, 
113–116). Unfortunately, such *deconstructive arguments continue, disparaging male and female by ideal-
izing androgyny as the sexual unity of one body, even as the intent of Paul’s writings. This only adds to 
the confusion (see Wright Knust, Unprotected Texts). For a critique of such interpretation, see Noort, “The 
Creation of Man and Woman in Biblical and ancient Near Eastern Traditions,” 6–10.

71. Waltke, Old Testament Theology, 221. This is confirmed elsewhere by the same use of “male” and 
“female” when reproduction is the issue (cf. Gen 6:9; 7:9). “Woman” (’iššâ) is used by the narrator in v. 22, 
but my focus is on the interpersonal understanding of the man reflected in his speech.

72. Adapted from Walsh, Style and Structure in Biblical Hebrew Narrative, 106.
73. The sound play (i.e., paronomasia, wybārā’, wybārk;) underscores the uniqueness of human creation 
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yond a neutral event—“Let us” was salvific and doxological.74 Used three times in v. 27, 
“create” (bārā’ ) communicates product rather than process (cf. “make,” v. 26), further 
highlighting the special nature of “the human being” (hā’ādām, v. 27a). Further, the core 
subunits (B, B’): “in the image of God” and “male and female” are topically stressed. The 
structure of subunits “B” are explicative verbless phrases, not the “normal” Hebrew word 
order. In other words, moving from the articular form (“the human being,” v. 27a) to the 
collective singular (B: “him/it,” v. 27b)75 presents “male” (zākār) and “female” (B’: nĕqēbâ, 
v. 27c) as two types of the same generic human being, agents of the same mission. We now 
consider how sexuality and mission merge.

Royal Custodians in Ethical Mission
Sexuality operates in the context of a divinely delegated and other-oriented mission. God’s 
vice-regents are custodians in an ethical trust. The mission in Gen 1:28 is a theological 
*hendiadys, or pairing of two interrelated parts: (1) endowment for reproduction, (2) and 
commission for governance (see above diagram). Aberrant notions of sexuality tend to 
divide: a severance of reproduction from governance, a dismissal of society from self, or 
an elevation of personal choice over social obligation. But moored to the image of God, 
the context of human sexuality is ethical mission—from God and for others. Sexuality 
has a “nested existence”76 in a web of relationships that originates with the Creator who 
considerately observed, “It is not good for the man to be alone” (Gen 2:18). God “allows 
himself to be affected, to be touched by each of his creatures. He adopts the community 
of creation as his own milieu.”77

While endowment addresses sexual reproduction, it is never separated from the 
commission of ruling (cf. 1:26, 28)—the stewardship of governance. Sexuality has an 
orienting vision in which God has interjected moral order and ethical coherence.78 To 
produce and care is to mimic the Creator (cf. 2:5, 15). Humankind is intended to co-
create with God (Gen 4:1; 5:3). The same ethical mission means that “subduing” (v. 28a) 
in creation theology is the task of earthly development, whereas “ruling” (v. 28b) grants 
humankind the necessary position to achieve this harnessing of earthly life.79 But abuse 
defies both dignity and vision. Theologically, sexual abuse is: ethical mission in reverse, 
custodians in sabotage of their royal family, a distortion of delegated authority, a plundering 
of fellow-image bearers, a degrading of the redemptive horizon, and a marring of connecting 
metaphors for God. The grand web of relationships is broken.80

within artistic literary writing.
74. Loader, The Septuagint, Sexuality, and the New Testament, 28–29.
75. The Hebrew 3ms suffix (“him/it,” v. 27b; cf. 5:1) functions as a collective singular and recent transla-

tions now focus on this collectivity, simply translating “them” (TNIV, NLT, NET, NRSV).
76. Murphy, “The Resurrection Body and Personal Identity,” 202–218.
77. Moltmann, God in Creation, 279.
78. Fretheim, God and World in the Old Testament, 282.
79. Fretheim, “The Book of Genesis,” 1:346.
80. On the comprehensive damage to the realms of personhood, see Schmutzer, “Spiritual Formation 

and Sexual Abuse,” 67–86.
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Doxology gives dominion legitimacy.81 Theirs is not a dominion of power, but power for 
dominion. Thus, both doxology and dominion must be held together, for worship without 
human authority is *abdication and human power without the context of praise becomes 
self-serving human regency.82 God blessed the sexual human being for ethical mission. 
Sexual intimacy is unique, a merging of blessed man and woman (1:28), of a “male” and 
“female” who are structurally compatible with each other, possessing “the right degree of 
likeness and unlikeness to make the merger truly complimentary” (2:23–24).83

The theological force of God’s blessing reissued to Noah portrays the Creator in 
some degree of accommodation to sustain his redemptive program, recalibrating the 
original Mandate for a new era—involved, but never calling it “good” again (Gen 9:1–7). 
Significant to the renewal of the Mandate mission with Noah is the reality that the image 
of God remains intact (Gen 9:1, 6, 7; Jam 3:9).84 Renewed law assures that moral order 
reflects the created order, thereby sustaining and extending God’s creative work. Several 
implications for ministering to the sexually abused can be noted from our discussion.

Image of God: Implications for Personhood and Abuse
First, regarding gender. Notice that the two pronouns (“our” [2x], v. 26a) underscore a 
theomorphic perspective (i.e., having the form of God), as “our image” and “our likeness” 
fix their point of reference in God, not in “him” or “herself.”85 God models a common 
humanity, not our gender specificity.86 Moreover, the structure of the passage shows that 
the narrator’s report culminates with a depiction of genders in unity (“them,” v. 27c). 
Throughout Genesis 1–2, God addresses them as persons, not genders—persons in a “com-
munity of need.”87 Theologically, healing a victim implies restoring a community. While 
the Mandate is given to rule the earth, there is no Mandate for humans to rule each other.88 
As Patrick D. Miller notes, “Once the declaration is made that it is as man and as woman 
that God has created human beings, then the story speaks of them only in the plural.”89

Sexual abuse only compounds the survivor’s struggle to define their gendered iden-
tity, a point addressed in other chapters. Our analysis shows that the difference in sexed 
bodies of men and women actually grounds their intricate interdependence.90 What has 

81. Brueggemann, The Message of the Psalms, 37–38.
82. Ibid., 38.
83. Gagnon, “Sexuality,” 747.
84. Cf. 1 Cor 11:7; Col 1:15. The intact image is increasingly noted by scholars from various disciplines; 

see bio-ethicist, Kilner, “Humanity in God’s Image,” 601–17. “By the grace of the Creator the new humanity 
is created in the ‘image of Christ’ (cp. 1 Cor 15:49) and through his perfect obedience achieves life and glory 
for believers as his adopted children (e.g., Rom 8:17, 30; 9:23; 2 Cor 4:4, 6; Col 3:9–10)”; (Mathews, Genesis 
1–11:26, 164).

85. van Wolde, “Rhetorical, Linguistic and Literary Features in Genesis 1,” 149.
86. Volf, Exclusion and Embrace, 172.
87. Miller, “Man and Woman,” 311–312; emphasis added.
88. Middleton, The Liberating Image, 204–205.
89. Miller, “Man and Woman,” 311; emphasis added. Marking God’s dialogue with them, plural forms 

occur fifteen times in four verses (vv. 26–29), a muted reality in English translations.
90. Volf, Exclusion and Embrace, 186.
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exhausted itself is the contemporary insistence, notes Allison Weir, especially among 
some *feminists, that identity is necessarily based on subject-object opposition, requiring 
the exclusion of the other.91 In other words, a theology of sexuality is not found in neutral-
izing gender differences (i.e., “neither-one-nor-the-other”), nor synthesizing gender (i.e., 
“not-the-one-and-the-other”), but as Miroslav Volf explains, “affirming gender differ-
ences while at the same time positing one gender identity as always internal to the other” 
(i.e., “not-without-the-other”; cf. Gen 2:18, 23–24).92 What will help victims of abuse are 
models of identity that consciously include difference and identity—rather than excluding 
difference and identity through theories of opposition, class, or sanctioned stereotypes.93

Second, regarding embodied personhood. As a survivor myself, I understand how 
“oppositional logic” has rightly attempted to empower the oppressed voice by securing 
dignity and personal autonomy, but secondary problems have also resulted. Politics no 
longer recognizes any roots or accountability to theology; rather, it is quite the opposite. 
And this has raised another problem—the disembodied victim. Here’s the issue: if image is 
cognitive capacity, the *imago Dei is reason; if worship is central, the image is spiritual; if the 
aesthetic is primary, then image is creativity; if image is Trinitarian, emotion-filled relation-
ship, then image is relational.94 Notice that the net result of all these emphases is locating 
God’s image in the interior of the person.95 This, however, is a serious misstep for a theology 
of sexuality, much less addressing physical violence that is sexual in nature. A holistic bibli-
cal anthropology, what Patrick Miller calls a “Christian anthropology” of differentiation and 
interdependencies,96 requires a greater balance of internal and external realities of person-
hood. Living and wounding is spatio-temporal; so is healing.

The push to define “image-through-equality” (true as that may be), especially in re-
cent Trinitarian theologies has, unfortunately and unnecessarily, resulted in minimizing 
*corporality or ignoring the embodied realities of personhood altogether.97 While gender 

91. Ibid., quoting Weir, Sacrificial Logistics, 3.
92. Volf (Exclusion and Embrace, 187), summarizing the views of Daniel Boyarin and Rosemary Radford 

Ruether (Boyarin, A Radical Jew, 195; Radford Ruether, “Christian Anthropology and Gender,” 251), 
respectively.

93. Volf (Exclusion and Embrace, 186–187), quoting Weir, Sacrificial Logistics, 3, 7. Both sexuality and 
gender find foundational address in the Creation Mandate of Gen 1:26–28 and 2:18–24. Men and women 
cannot be defined simply by what women and men are not (Ibid., 187), definition via negativa, the way of 
negation. Inclusion is sustained through difference. More biblical-theological work is needed here.

John Giles’ story illustrates how sanctioned stereotypes can operate. When he tried to speak of his 
sexual abuse perpetrated by his own mother, he was called a liar and told this was his “patriarchal fantasy” 
(Giles, “Forgiving the Unforgivable,” 221; a helpful discussion is Tracy, “Patriarchy and Domestic Violence,” 
573–594).

94. Our exegetical analysis of Gen 1:26–28 does not simply allow a “grab bag” of all the above options. 
This serves neither biblical theology nor ethics. Goldingay stresses a similar concern: “The narrative hardly 
suggests that God combines male and female, nor is there anything in the context to point to a stress on rela-
tionality . . . Male and female is a biological distinction” (Old Testament Theology, 1:104; emphasis added).

95. Goldingay, Old Testament Theology, 1:102.
96. Miller, “Man and Woman,” 317.
97. The otherwise helpful work of theologian Stanley J. Grenz also illustrates, I believe, a minimizing 

of embodied personhood for interpersonal communion in The Social God and the Relational Self. More 
recently, Leupp, The Renewal of Trinitarian Theology.
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identity is more fluid, it nonetheless “stands in marked contrast to the stable difference of 
sexed bodies.”98 Both representing (via relationship) and resembling (via corporality) are 
vital to a theology of image. Those who would minister to the sexually traumatized must 
include the somatic referent in their definition of imaged personhood, corporality with 
equality.99 It is the body, not the soul, that is the temple of the Holy Spirit (1 Cor 6:19–20). 
But re-dignifying the body can be difficult for survivors whose personal bodies can feel 
like “crime scenes,” bodies prone to *dissociation. The somatic referent is the warrant, 
both for the victim’s *complex PTSD (*post-traumatic stress disorder) as well as the so-
phisticated care of the trauma counselor, a child’s *play therapist, and the victim’s healing 
journey through constructive means of *self-soothing (e.g., a craft, gardening, dance).

Finally, regarding personhood and *eschatology. A strong argument can be made 
that heaven for the believer will still be realized as a gendered reality, since gender is part of 
personhood. The role of sexuality may be different (cf. Matt 22:30), but as Volf explains:

Paul’s claim that in Christ there is “no longer male and female” entails no eschatological 
denial of gender dimorphism. What has been erased in Christ is not the sexed body, 
but some important culturally coded norms attached to sexed bodies . . . The oneness 
in Christ is a community of people with sexed bodies and distinct gender identities, 
not some abstract unity of pure spirits or de-gendered persons.100

Similarly, Joel B. Green refers to life-after-death as “re-embodiment . . . provid[ing] 
the basis for relational and narrative continuity of the self.”101 Paul’s descriptions of being 
“with Christ” and “in Christ” (Phil 1:23; 1 Thess 4:16) elevates simple prepositions to pro-
found relational realities.102 But this continuity of personhood may be both frightening 
and liberating for abuse survivors. Competent spiritual guidance is needed as survivors 
work through these eschatological implications of personhood. In this life and the next, 
our relationship with God is realized through gendered expression, even if it is a heavenly 
version. Thus, heaven as The Great Healing is not a release from the material body into 
“nakedness”—just the opposite!—it is into the “clothing” of a new soma, an unmolested 
body (2 Cor 5:1–3, 8).103 In light of this eschatological reality, a reminder of what naked-
ness can mean is helpful. So we briefly return to the Eden narrative of Genesis 2.

Nudity and Innocence vs. Nakedness and Exploitation
When we contemplate the relational innocence and safety of Eden, the narrator has 
succeeded in the use of implied contrasts—nudity and safety don’t compute this side of 
Eden!104 The beauty and fertility of the garden sanctuary (2:10–14) matches the innocence 
and fecundity of the garden’s keepers (2:15). Nudity is a powerful concept biblically (2:25); 

98. Volf, Exclusion and Embrace, 174; emphasis added.
99. Boyarin, Paul and the Politics of Identity, 239.
100. Volf, Exclusion and Embrace, 184; emphasis added.
101. Green, Body, Soul, and Human Life, 179.
102. Ibid., 178.
103. E. Schweizer, “soma,” EDNT 3:323.
104. Though lost in English translation, the narrator employs a word play: the couple are “nude” 

((ărûmmîm, 2:25) and the snake is “shrewd” ((ārûm, 3:1)—they’re in trouble! (cf. 3:7, 10–11, 21).
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it speaks of vulnerability (cf. Gen 9:22; Isah 47:1–3). Some of humankind’s deepest rela-
tional dignities and social boundaries are at stake, so stripping someone was intentionally 
degrading and profoundly humiliating (2 Sam 10:4–5; Isah 20:4). 

Clothing is also such a boundary for the physical body, which is a microcosm of the 
social system. Nudity means the complete absence of boundaries; the body is acces-
sible to any and everyone, thus destroying its exclusivity as something “set apart.” [In 
the Old Testament] nudity erases social clues and so is unclean.105

To aggressively expose someone is to shame them (cf. Matt 27:28, 31). “Shame” 
implies physical exploitation and humiliation—“to be ashamed before one another,”106 
so the absence of shame for the garden couple is simply unimaginable for all who have 
grown up outside Eden (cf. Deut 28:48; Isah 58:7).107 For the sexually abused and raped, 
however, shame, exploitation, and humiliation are not some sectarian custom or ancient 
Bible story—it is their story! It is the couple’s rebellion that will dismantle their naked 
vulnerability (3:7, 10). First, we hear a significant celebration.

Sexuality in Celebration: Genesis 2:23
Heralding a perfect complement, speech and celebration precede sex and preclude self-
absorption: “This one finally, is bone of my bone, flesh of my flesh”—“They are one! That 
is, in covenant (2:24). The garden exists as a context for the human community.”108 Using 
“bone and flesh” means that the other person “is as close as one’s own body.”109 This bond-
ing, including sexually, means that what affects one, affects the other. Hurting one will hurt 
both (Eph 5:28–29).110 Through the instrument and affirmation of speech, the image of God 
(1:26) is, to some degree, now illustrated in the man’s poetic celebration (2:23).111 

“This one [zō)t] is finally bone of [min] my bone, 
and flesh of [min] my flesh;
this one [zō)t] shall be called ‘woman’ [)iššâ],
for from man [min )îš] was taken this one [zō)t].” (AT)

The man’s words function as a testimony, an exuberant announcement in the very pres-
ence of his attending Creator. With punning poetry, the man’s declaration sets human 

105. Neyrey, “Nudity,” 140. In Western culture, nudity is a form of self-expression, protected under the 
constitutional right of free speech (Ibid., 141).

106. The force of Hitpolel imperfect form of Gen 2:25, F. Stolz, “ׁשוב,” TLOT, 1:206. Nakedness can also 
function metaphorically for moral shame (e.g., Isah 20:2–4; 47:3; Ezek 23:28–29; Matt 22:11; Rev 16:15).

107. *Voyeurism and exploitation are vividly portrayed in Hab 2:15–16: “Woe to him who gives drink 
to his neighbors, pouring it from the wineskin till they are drunk, so that he can gaze on their naked bod-
ies! You will be filled with shame instead of glory. Now it is your turn! Drink and let your nakedness be 
exposed!” The Scripture is clear, however, Israel was to clothe the naked (Isah 58:6–7; Job 22:6; 24:7, 10); and 
following Jesus, Christians are still to intervene for the naked and exploited (cf. Matt 25:36, 38, 43; 2 Cor 
5:1–5; Jam 2:15; Rev 3:18).

108. Brueggemann, Genesis, 47.
109. Davidson, Flame of Yahweh, 31.
110. Waltke, Genesis, 89 n.39.
111. For further discussion see my “A Theology of Sexual Abuse,” 797–99.
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sexuality apart. The first time we hear the man speak is when he meets the woman who is 
truly another “suitable for him.”112 Sharing and receiving someone’s voice forms a special 
connection (Song 2:14; John 10:27). The man “is saying yes to God in recognition of his 
own sexual nature and welcoming woman as the equal counterpart to his sexuality.”113 In 
short, the man illustrates how “words are rooted in reality because speech arises out of 
experience.”114 What the reader hears is the sacrament of surprise, “this one”—definiteness 
so vital to healthy sexuality in marriage. Genesis 2:23 is a benchmark of relational celebra-
tion—the “man” (’îš) for the visible presence of the “woman” (’iššâ).115

In the Old Testament, the face (pānîm) could be the most important part of a per-
son’s body, face being a relational concept referring to the entire person.116 So one hears 
the “lover” declare in the Song of Songs, “Show me your face, let me hear your voice” 
(2:14). Intimacy has been stirred in these gardens (cf. 4:14; 6:2). Here is the “I–Thou–We” 
dynamic, initiated in divine declaration (1:26) and now matched in human celebration 
(2:23). Uniqueness of personhood (from the narrator, 1:27) has flowered in unity of rela-
tionship (from the man, 2:23). This unity was creation’s design, the paring of one “male 
and female” that Jesus refers to as the original plan (Mark 10:6–9). We now take a closer 
look at sin and its consequences.

THE RELATIONAL ECOSYSTEM: SEXUALITY  
AMID CONSEQUENCES

Christian theology has historically separated culture from nature and nature from theol-
ogy, which unfortunately has dichotomized the temporal from eternal, material from the 
spiritual, and so creation from redemption.117 “Science has now stepped in as lord of the 

112. Departing from the Hebrew MT (“I will make”), LXX-Gen reemploys the plural pronoun in Gen 
2:18 (“let us”), an intentional connection to the plural usage in Gen 1:26. The Vulgate’s plural (faciamus) 
reflects Trinitarian sympathies of Christians, not a different Vorlage, but, would have been problematic “for 
Jewish monotheistic readers” (van der Louw, Transformations in the Septuagint, 133).

113. Davidson, Flame of Yahweh, 34.
114. Wood, The Gospel According to Tolkien, 33. The implications for validating the experience of survi-

vors by listening to various expressions of their stories, is quite evident, both inside and outside the church 
(e.g.,*narrative therapy, confrontations, drama, victim impact statements, letters, testimonies, prayers, po-
etry, etc.).

115. For a discussion of how sexual abuse disfigures the “face identity” of others, see my, “A Theology of 
Sexual Abuse,” 797–99.

116. van der Woude, “pānîm,” TLOT 2:1001.
117. Of early Christian exegesis surrounding sexuality, marriage and Christ, Elizabeth A. Clark writes: 

[T]he metaphor of ‘celibate Bridegroom’ enabled Christians simultaneously to valorize 
the institution of marriage while lauding (in a titillating manner) sexual continence . . . 
Tertullian had instructed his wife that in their heavenly reunion there would be no resump-
tion of ‘voluptuous disgrace between us’ . . . the Church Fathers understood metaphor 
all too well: sexual associations continued to ‘hover over’ the metaphor of the ‘celibate 
Bridegroom,’ keeping sexual renunciation as an object of erotic desire, while prompting 
patristic writers to keep on theologizing (“The Celibate Bride Groom,” 1, 24, 25; quoting 
Tertullian, Ad uxorem 1.1).
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domain which man used to refer to Creation.”118 All this has left a fragmented universe119 
and a truncated salvation that lacks holism and restoration (cf. Rom 8:19–22).120 This is 
disconcerting at several levels. 

As God’s vice-regents, people live and interact within a *relational ecosystem of 
dynamic proportion.121 In the garden-sanctuary, foundational bonds are established 
between: the human and God, humankind and the ground, human and animal, and be-
tween humans. Though somewhat distasteful to contemporary readers, in the theology of 
Genesis, one’s place of origin and the nature of their birth determine the core character-
istics and purpose in life.122 In addition to humankind made in the image of God (1:26, 
discussed above), other significant “bindings” include: the “human” (’ādām) extracted 
from the “humus” (’ădāmâ, 2:7) and the “woman” (’iššâ) extracted from the “man” (’îš, 
2:22). So Adam is uniquely bound to the fertility of the soil as Eve is uniquely bound 
to the fertility of the body.123 The animals are also “formed out of the ground” (2:19) as 
“creatures that move on the ground” (1:30). Thus, the biblical notion of self is a relation-
ally “embedded” self, rooted in a web of extended relationships.124 This contrasts with the 
Western value of the individual as an unembedded self. It’s important to observe then, how 
the relational ecosystem is shattered in Genesis 3. The mistrust of rebellion breaks this 
web of relationships (3:5).

The “Bindings” Break Apart
Both functional and relational,125 the compensatory judgments of 3:14–19 follow the or-
der of transgression (serpent ‡ woman ‡ man; cf. 3:1–7).126 Naham M. Sarna helpfully 
observes that the judgment for each party not only: (1) affects what is of central concern 

118. Westermann, “Biblical Reflection on Creator-Creation,” 92. First written in 1971, his modernist con-
cerns still apply to a postmodern church culture now struggling with finality in suffering and redemption.

119. Hiebert, “Creation,” 1:780.
120. “We know that the whole creation has been groaning as in the pains of childbirth right up to the 

present time” (Rom 8:22). The Greek prepositions used here stress all the parts of which creation is com-
prised, together “groaning” and “travailing.”

121. The insightful language of McFadyen, Bound to Sin, 79, 233; and Biddle, Missing the Mark, esp. 
115–139.

122. Levenson, “Genesis,” 8. Cf. Gen 18:10–15 with 21:1–3, 6; 19:36–38; 25:22–27; 38:27–29, 41:50–52.
123. In the ancient Near East world, the woman defined “barrenness” since procreation was viewed in 

agricultural terms—he as farmer, she as arable land. His “seed” was sown in the “empty soil” where it was 
nurtured to “maturity” as the “fruit of the womb” (cf. Deut 7:13; 28:4). Rather than biologically caused, 
childlessness was a theological issue for prayer (Gen 25:21; 1 Sam 1:11), and supervised by the Creator 
who could always perform another act of creation (Gen 30:2, 23; 1 Sam 1:6, 27; Luke 1:7, 36; cf. Gen 12:17; 
20:17–18; Eccl 11:5).

124. Di Vito, “Old Testament Anthropology and the Construction of Personal Identity,” 217–238. Again, 
this solidarity is well illustrated in Gen 3:15 with “you . . . woman; your seed . . . her seed” (cf. Gen 28:14, 
“Your descendants will be like the dust of the earth, and you [sg.] will spread out”).

125. Arnold, Genesis, 60.
126. It is interesting to note that after the transgression (3:1–7), even the plural forms (verbs and pro-

nouns) disappear; twenty some plural uses now fall silent in 3:8–19. One more clue to community now 
shattered.
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in the life of that entity, (2) but also regulates an external relationship.127 Thus, there is 
some measure of correspondence between the offense and the judgment, point of ori-
gin, and future orientation. Relational hostility will exist between humans and the ser-
pent (3:15).128 The woman will pursue fertility amid relational antagonism with the man 
(3:16b).129 Similarly, the man pursues the soil’s fertility amid its antagonism (3:17–18). 
Their points of origin no longer offer security or fulfillment. While the Creation Mandate 
remains, it is pain and alienation that bind relationships now (Gen 5:29; Eccl 2:23). The 
man’s “painful toil” ((s․ābôn, 3:17) working the ground repeats her “pains” (etseb) endur-
ing childbirth (3:16).130 A final bond is ruptured when the couple is “banished” from the 
presence of the Lord (3:23). Once Abel’s blood soaks into “the ground” (4:10), it “will no 
longer yield its crops” for Cain (4:12), and ultimately a pervasive “wickedness” reigns in 
“the human heart” (6:6), stunningly matched by the “pain” (atsab) of the Lord’s grieving 
“heart” (6:6).131 Sin has ecological and cosmic effects—from creature to Creator, the entire 
relational ecosystem now suffers (6:7; Deut 11:13–17; Rom 8:22). 

When theology is severed from the foundational Creator-creature relationship, then 
a veneer of anthropology is all that remains. The practical outcome is both a shallow 
theology of sexuality and a minimizing of the holistic needs of victims who may simply 
be told that “all things God works for the good” (Rom 8:28a).132 So Claus Westermann 
prophetically warns: 

When the theology and the preaching of the Church are concerned only with salva-
tion, when God’s dealings with man is limited to the *forgiveness of sins or to justifica-
tion, the necessary consequence is that it is only in this context that man has to deal 
with God and God with man . . . what sort of God is he who does everything for the 
salvation of man but clearly has nothing at all to do with man in his life situation?133

127. Sarna, Genesis, 27.
128. I take the imperfect forms of the same Hebrew verb (šûp) in 3:15b as iterative, stressing reciprocal 

and persistent hostility from both parties (so “strike” used of both parties, NRSV, Tanak, HCSB; similarly 
ESV [“bruise”]).

129. Much discussion surrounds the woman’s “desire” and the man’s “rule” in 3:16b (see the recent sur-
vey of views in Davidson, Flame of Yahweh, 58–80). Suffice to say that framing the issue as prescriptive 
verses descriptive largely isolates a (Western) concern with personal fairness and ethics, but offers limited 
resolution to the issue, contextually. It may be better to view the nature of the oracle as life-illustrative verses 
life-stipulative; that is, what does happen, not what should happen. It goes without saying that this is no war-
rant for any abusive action or avoiding any measures that would alleviate suffering for any party.

130. Rhetorically, the compensatory judgments of the serpent and man encloses the woman within one 
divine discourse (e.g., “you will eat” [14b, 17b], “all the days of your life” [14b, 17b]), etc., and also move 
through her—she is the only party mentioned in all three oracles (15a, 16a, 17a). That 3:16 cannot be read 
in isolation from the serpent and the man, is also evident in the asyndetic syntax (without a conjunction) 
of v.16, connecting 3:14–19, making the woman’s oracle appositional to the others (i.e., “to the serpent 
[v.14] . . . to the woman [v.16]”).

131. Arnold, Genesis, 91.
132. More deserves to be said on this *reductionism, often cited by the non-abused. Suffice to say that 

the insensitive application of Rom 8:28 in the face of a victim’s traumatic experience comes horrifyingly 
close to divine *collusion with evil (i.e., “Omelets come from broken eggs, so you will be such a showcase 
of God’s grace!”).

133. Westermann, “Biblical Reflection on Creator-Creation,” 92.
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The biblical creation account, however, does not distinguish between nature, culture, 
and community. “For,” as William P. Brown explains, “every text in which creation is its 
context, the moral life of the community is a significant subtext.”134

Sin, Abuse and Its Environment: “It’s Worse Than We Thought”
In order to better address the brokenness to the relational ecosystem reflected in sexual 
abuse, we must move beyond such notions as an isolated “event,” the autonomous self, 
and the legal equation of “sin-as-crime.” “Sin is disruption of created harmony and then 
resistance to divine restoration of that harmony.”135 The problem is that standard notions 
of “sin-justification,” “culpability-innocence,” and “offense-forgiveness” are synthetic and 
binary, and therefore an inadequate diagnostic framework to identify, protect, purge, and 
bring healing to the individual lodged within a particular socalized context. To under-
stand and address sexual abuse, a fuller spectrum of sin’s afterlife must be dealt with that 
explains the social embeddedness, *intrafamilial customs, trans-generational patterns, and 
*internalized beliefs. 

Evil and Pollution in the Sin-Portfolio
Sexual abuse has a complex sin-portfolio, which helps explain the phenomenon of trans-
generational victimization (cf. Matt 23:36; Luke 11:51). Sexual abuse-type sin occurs in 
organic systems of families, societies, and traditions, often going back generations. Sin has 
its own life cycle, its own environmental logic that moves from: (1) the act, (2) through 
the resulting guilt, (3) to the perversion that is brought to others as consequence.136 Not 
all sin is equally devastating.137 But sexually violating a dependent child, for example, is 
a profound betrayal of trust, an affront to their Creator, a toxin to their psyche, and the 
vandalism of community *shalom. Understanding the sexually abused means recogniz-
ing that any “act” is embedded in the tissues of relationships.

Evil is the resulting corruption of that environment, the exploding and imploding 
of creation that follows a despoiling act.138 Cornelius Plantinga states it well: “[M]oral 
evil is social and structural as well as personal: it comprises a vast historical and cultural 
matrix” of derived effects—“we both discover evil and invent it; we both ratify and extend 
it.”139 Other chapters address the tenacity of such *family dysfunction. Sadly, the sin of 
sexual abuse illustrates how “evil often springs from the best of things rather than the 
worst.”140 This only complicates matters. Especially in a child’s developmental years, such 
fine moral nuances are easily confused and perverted. Pollution follows from corruption. 

134. Brown, “Creation,” 293.
135. Plantinga, Not the Way It’s Supposed to Be, 5.
136. Biddle, Missing the Mark, xviii.
137. A distinction recognized in both Protestant and Catholic traditions. So the Second Helvetic 

Confession (chap. 8): “We . . . confess that sins are not equal; although they arise from the same fountain of 
corruption and unbelief, some are more serious than others. As the Lord said, it will be more tolerable for 
Sodom than for the city that rejects the word of the Gospel (Matt 10:15; 11:20–24).”

138. Plantinga, Not the Way, 30.
139. Ibid., 25, 26; emphasis added.
140. Wood, The Gospel, 53.
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For example, a father’s incest not only damages his child, it also pollutes his marriage—
perverting the gift of sex at several levels.141 Those ministering to the sexually abused must 
be cognizant of the larger field of pollution within the relational ecosystem.

The Distortion of Worship
Pollution corrupts by addition, combining what should be kept apart.142 This polluting effect 
of sin inhibits worship through idolatry. “In idolatry a third party gets in between God and 
the human persons, adulterating an exclusive loyalty.”143 By God’s design, intact families re-
quire sexual fidelity, so an incested child naturally begins to wonder if their abusing mother 
or father is their guardian or lover. The new abusive dynamic compromises the intended 
relationships by contaminating individuals, severing communities, and so defiling the vic-
tim’s proper orientation to God.144 Third parties are always wedge-shaped.145 Throughout 
Scripture, idolatry and adultery are mirror images, theologically (Ezek 6:9; Mark 8:38). 
When personhood is misplaced, the symphony of doxology is muted. Exploring sexual 
abuse, Alistair McFadyen also notes this distorting effect on worship:

Sin is hence, not so much free choice, as spiritual disorientation of the whole person 
at the most fundamental level of life-intentionality and desire . . . In all our rela-
tions, we live out an active relation or misrelation to God, we enter the dynamic of 
worshipping God or other forces and realities. Sin is therefore living out an active 
misrelation to God . . . Genuine transcendence, and so the grounds for genuine joy, 
are blocked.146

Understanding how worship can be disoriented for victims of abuse means help-
ing them wade through the contaminating and dividing effects of sin—whether as self-
idolatry or other-idolatry. Caring for the abused requires us to bring counter-dynamics 
into their relational ecosystem. Healing may take time, even a lifetime. But between the 
forgiveness of the good Pardoner and the healing of the Great Physician,147 a survivor’s 
worship can be renewed and even strengthened. That said, healing from abuse cannot be 
scripted. Restoring worship, however, may be the most precarious stretch of the journey 
home. Many wounded leave the path right here, at the juncture of joy.

Facing Sin’s Organic Continuum
Long after the sin may have been forgiven, the consequences can live on as part of the 
organic continuum of sin. This points-up the shortsightedness of the “blame-justification” 
model to address the multidimensional nature of evil surrounding SA.148 As Mark Biddle 
explains:

141. Plantinga, Not the Way, 43.
142. Ibid., 45.
143. Ibid., 44.
144. For related discussion, see Beale, We Become What We Worship, esp. 268–282.
145. Plantinga, Not the Way, 44, 45. For examples of “putting away gods,” cf. Gen 35:2; Josh 5:1–9; 

24:14–15; Judg 10:6–16.
146. Alistair McFadyen, Bound to Sin, 221, 223, 237.
147. Plantinga, Not the Way, 149.
148. Biddle, Missing the Mark, 95, using the phrase of Ellens, “Sin or Sickness,” 454.



127

A Theology of Sexuality and its Abuse

[T]he biblical notion of sin as a mishandling of the uniquely human calling to bear 
the image of God in creation implies responsibility not only to God—first and fore-
most, of course—but also, in fulfillment of the call, to other people and to the cre-
ated order. Forgiveness must, therefore, include remedy and healing . . . [for] the real 
injury that outlives the act of wrongdoing.149

Helping victims move toward remedy and healing brings real-time dignity to real 
injuries. These are the raw, if not fresh moments, for the scripted certainties of juridical 
claims tend to slip out the back when the ambiguities of sin show up. But the subtler and 
more pervasive danger of modernity’s “turn to the subject” (noted earlier) runs aground 
here as well. When the autonomous self remains unaccountable or some consequences of 
evil are minimized because the harm was “unintentional”—then that act is placed beyond 
the realm of redemption.150 Increasingly, “[T]he nexus of sin and its consequences—its 
afterlife in the everyday world—has no place in the popular Christian mind.”151

The organic continuum of sin works with antecedent condition in its socio-religious 
environment as: cause ‡ effect ‡ further cause.152 Stories such as the rape of Tamar  
(2 Samuel 13) show that, unless sin is checked, the continuum naturally “matures” into 
further results (Gen 15:16; Rom 1:18–32).153 Evil’s corrupting effects twist and pervert 
reality. Thus the dynamic of intergenerational transmission reflects: (1) children impacted 
by their parents’ sins, (2) creating conditions that negatively affect the options available 
to the children, (3) predispose the children toward certain choices, (4) that contribute 
destructively to their present identities.154 Sin is inherited not as legal guilt, but as the 
tendency to perpetuate parental behavior.155

In summary, while God is eager to forgive and heal, he does not alter the moral 
and physical principles that structure his creation. “Sin, as a continuum, twists reality 
and passes on this contorted system as an antecedent reality to those who come after, 
limiting their freedom to perceive reality properly and, thus, also their freedom to choose 
rightly.”156 From these factors, sexual violence can live on in families and social structures 
of society. Environment is not destiny, but environment is a predisposing factor.157 The 
complex actions of biblical characters validate precisely this. In several biblical stories one 

149. Ibid., 96; emphasis added.
150. Ibid., 97.
151. Ibid., 117.
152. Ibid., 131.
153. The way Paul emphasizes God’s role as “Creator” (1:25) and his argument based on “nature” 

(1:19–20, 26–27) employs many elements taken from the image of God (Gen 1:26–27). Robert A. J. Gagnon 
states, “Paul’s main problem with *homosexual practice was not that it was typically exploitative or pro-
miscuous. . . . but that it was a violation of God’s will for male–female pairing established in creation” 
(“Article Review of Stacy Johnson, A Time to Embrace,” 71; emphasis added); for a helpful chart paralleling 
eight points of correspondence between Gen 1:26–27 and Rom 1:23, 26–27, see p. 71 of Gagnon’s article. 
Also Gagnon’s major study, The Bible and Homosexual Practice.

154. Biddle, Missing the Mark, 120; cf. Exod 20:5; 34:7; Num 14:18; Deut 5:9–10; Jer 32:18.
155. Ibid., 121; cf. Isah 65:6–7; Jer 11:10; 36:31.
156. Ibid., 128.
157. Ibid., 135.



THE LONG JOURNEY HOME

128

sees heinous sexual acts whose actions in turn reverberate far beyond their own lives to 
warp the realities in which others act. Again, “One sees sin lingering in the world, distort-
ing perceptions, offering inauthentic possibilities, skewing the system, perpetuating itself . . . 
forgiveness granted the first sinner in the chain of causation is sometimes, sadly, unable 
to interrupt the sequence if the seeds sown in the environment have already taken root 
in the lives of others.”158 We can demonstrate this continuum of sin by noting significant 
similarities in four Old Testament narratives.

Escalating Violence in Old Testament Stories of Rape
Some familiar biblical stories of sexual violence illustrate how evil progressively shapes 
reality, colonizing itself through destructive social interactions that increasingly tear apart 
the relational ecosystem. In a stimulating study of Old Testament rape narratives, Frank 
M. Yamada uses a literary and rhetorical method to analyze the narratives of Genesis 34, 
Judges 19, and 2 Samuel 13, stories that reveal “explicit thematic or functional connec-
tions between them” when read alongside each other.159 He finds that these “stories betray 
similar elements, development, and outcome,” namely: (1) rape (2) that leads to excessive 
male violence (3) and culminates in social fragmentation (see table below).160

Yamada’s findings supply further biblical demonstration for the organic spread of 
sin within the relational ecosystem. In fact, I would argue that eight to ten elements are 
so consistent in biblical stories of sexual violence that they form a *type-scene, a pro-
grammatic sequence of familiar motifs.161 This literary observation is achieved by reading 
these stories collectively, not just as individual accounts. In the following table, I place 
Yamada’s three thematic observations within nine additional themes I’ve collected.162 
Adding Genesis 19 as a fourth text only confirms the profile and intensification of these 
themes.163 Observe the table below.

158. Ibid., 130; emphasis added.
159. Yamada, Configurations of Rape in the Hebrew Bible, 11.
160. Ibid., 6, 2.
161. On type-scene, see Savran, Telling and Retelling, 7; a classic treatment is Alter, The Art of Biblical 

Narrative, 47–62.
162. This analysis also draws from the following literature: Hendel et al., “Gender and Sexuality,” 71–

91; Fields, Sodom and Gomorrah; Boda, A Severe Mercy; Younger, Judges/Ruth, 30–40, 349–66; Yamada, 
Configurations of Rape, 133–40; Bergen, 1, 2 Samuel, 378–83; Arnold, Genesis; Matthews, Judges & Ruth.

163. I agree with K. Jeffrey Kuan that 2 Samuel 11 could also be considered as an additional rape narra-
tive, especially since the organic continuum of sin evident in 2 Samuel 13 really begins with David’s prior 
actions in 2 Samuel 11 (“Configurations of Rape,” 257). However, space does not allow us to develop this 
powerful biblical account that includes deceit, male violence, death of a child, rape of a half-sister, murder 
of a half-brother, political rebellion, internal Israelite warfare, social fragmentation, etc. For our purposes, I 
only wish to isolate reoccurring themes shared by these narrative stories that construct a type-scene. Further 
study of the shared Hebrew vocabulary between these 4–5 texts is clearly needed. I want to thank my Hebrew 
students, George Quarles and Melissa Smith, for their assistance in developing this table.
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Sexual Violence and Thematic Connections  
within the Relational Ecosystem

Reoccurring Themes Gen 19 Gen 
34

Judg 
19–20

2 Sam 13

1) Traveling Guest(s) in 
a City

1–3 1 15

2) Violation of Hospitality 
Code

2, 7 15 8–11

3) Hostile City Residents 4–11 2, 23 22
4) Night Evoking Danger 2–4 15–16, 20
5) Threatened Male Gang 

Rape
5 22

6) Door as Symbol of 
Personal Space

6, 9–11 22, 25–26 17–18

7) Rape of Female 2 24–25 14
8) Male-Male Violence 9, 11 25–26 Chap 20 28–29
9) Political Turmoil 13–28 13, 30 20:1 20, 30–36
10) Social Fragmentation 31–38 30 20:20 20, 22, 

37–39
11) Absence of God 1–31 19:1–30 1–39
12) Narrator’s Moral 

Assessment
16, 29 7 19:23, 30 (13:12; cf. 12:9)

Other chapters explore these narratives; here, I merely collate the reoccurring 
themes and highlight their progressive profile that reverberates between these texts. It is 
not surprising that numbers 1–6 reveal some antecedent moral, domestic, and cultural pat-
terns that lead up to the female rape, excessive male violence, and social fragmentation—
Yamada’s core three (numbers 7, 8, 10). Collective shame and honor are very evident here. 
What begins with traveling strangers ends with people sexually violated, entire communi-
ties socially estranged or physically destroyed. I will comment briefly on themes 1, 6, 11, 
and 12, largely through the Lot narrative that Yamada does not address (Genesis 19). 

The way travelers encounter the city “gate,” whether welcoming or ominous, sets a 
*judicial tone for the entire narrative; stories that use menacing meetings of various kinds 
(Gen 19:1–2; cf. Judg 19:15).164 Further, the “door” signals a deeper threshold. In the case 
of Lot, he is a keeper of both boundaries (e.g., gate, door), vital protection for vulnerable 

164. When “gate” is used in Gen 34:24 (2x), the idiom (“going out of the gate”) supports a military 
collocation in which the narrator humanizes a catastrophe of wholesale slaughter for the circumcised men 
functioning as the standing army; see Schmutzer, “‘All Those Going Out of the Gate of His City,’” 37–52.
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strangers. The door functions as “personal space,” a gateway to a far more private world 
(cf. Song 7:13; 8:9). Thus in these stories, movement itself is thematized with a threefold 
analogy: (1) entering the city gate, (2) passing through the door of a house, (3) and the 
threat of sexually penetrating the male or female body.165 Sexual violence threatens every 
group, from male bodies to Lot’s daughters, and finally Lot himself (19:5, 8, 9; cf. v. 36)! 
Breaching so many boundaries is not only hostility, but festers into greater violence, social 
disintegration, and vandalism of community shalom for all.

The attempted violation of the house by the men of Sodom is the very image of rape 
. . . In all narratives of sexual violence in the Bible, doors and entryways are central 
concepts in establishing narrative space—marking a clear boundary between inside 
and outside—and the site of violation is always on the rapist’s own territory.166

In these stories, rape—an abhorrent misuse of power—is both crime and catalyst, 
enflaming further brutalities. What happens to aliens and strangers is the antithesis of 
the command to “love them as yourself ” (Lev 19:34). Rape is the symmetrical opposite 
of hospitality.167 Not surprisingly, hospitality is implicitly tied to sexual danger.168 Like a 
grotesque meal, “the host in Judges 19 offers the Gibeahites the concubine and his daugh-
ter as alternatives” to his male guest.169 The rape of the concubine (Judges 19) is literally 
situated in a context of “religious, social, and moral decline,”170—“In those days there was 
no king in Israel; every man did what was right in his own eyes” (Judg 17:6 [chap. 19]; 
21:25 RSV). How true: the concubine dies “with her hands on the threshold” of the door, 
what should have been a “safe zone” (19:26). The host shockingly spoke out of his moral 
conditioning, “do to them what is good in your own eyes!” (19:24 AT). 

For Tamar, Amnon uses the door first to isolate a nurse, then exclude the shamed (2 
Sam 13:17, 18). By contrast, the well-ordered Hebrew home was to be God-fearing, the 
very doors themselves testified of God’s law and family shalom (Deut 6:9; cf. Exod 13:9; 
Matt 23:5). 

165. Hendel et al., “Gender and Sexuality,” 78.
166. Ibid., 80; emphasis added, citing Shemesh, “Biblical Stories of Rape Narratives,” 315–344. The use 

of “inside vs. outside” boundaries is constructively used of marital exclusivity in Prov 5:15–23; a private vs. 
public motif that deserves further study in that text.

167. It is tempting to include the Lot narrative as a violation of hospitality code (shifting culpability from 
attempted gang rape), but this story is not that simple. First, the narrator has already hinted at the city’s 
destruction (Gen 13:10) as well as their on-going wickedness (13:13). Further, God is aware of the “outcry” 
against Sodom, “cries for help from those who have been abused” (18:20–21; Boda, A Severe Mercy, 26, 
n.26). Clearly, the welcome of the male populous left much to be desired, but the men’s express purpose “to 
know” (idiom for sexual intercourse/intimacy, 19:5, 8, 9; cf. 24:16) Lot’s “guests,” pushes the moral compass 
of this text beyond a breach of hospitality laws as “the wrong,” which Lot also understood by offering his 
daughters “who have not known a man” (v. 8). In fact, S. Lasine argues that Judges 19 employs the Genesis 
19 text (“Guest and Host in Judges 19,” 40). I agree with Bill T. Arnold that arguments focused on poor 
hospitality have more to do with contemporary sexual politics (Genesis, 184; similarly, Levenson, “Genesis,” 
41; contra Carr, “Genesis,” 36).

168. Hendel et al., 79. How serious must Jerusalem’s sin be when her transgressions merit the punish-
ment of Sodom (Isah 1:9; Jer 23:14; Ezek 16:48–49; Matt 10:15; Luke 10:12).

169. Younger, Judges/Ruth, 359.
170. Yamada, Configurations of Rape, 134.
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Such stories can bring a rare expression of what Robert Alter calls “narrated 
monologue,”171 the narrator’s moral assessment or judgment—“They were shocked and 
furious, because Shechem had done an outrageous thing against Israel by sleeping with 
Jacob’s daughter—a thing that should not be done” (Gen 34:7b; cf. Judg 19:23; 2 Sam 
13:12). A thematic profile is also evident in God’s absence or silence. So it is significant, 
I believe, when God’s name is entirely withheld from a chapter of rape, deceit, and grue-
some murder (Dinah, chap. 34), only to reappear in chapter 35 with “God” [10x], “El 
Bethel” [1x], “El-Shaddai” [1x], a divine audience (35:13) and eight occurrences of the 
names “Bethel” and “Israel.” 

THE NEW ORDER FOR THE REDEEMED
Moral order in sexuality has always been required of God’s people, in any age. So it is sig-
nificant to see how tightly Paul connects the Thessalonians’ sexual ethics (1 Thess 4:3–8) 
with Christian love (4:9–12), and their future hope (4:13–5:11). The Dionysaic *fertility 
cult of their day was not their hope for a sure afterlife. Why should the Thessalonian 
Christians not participate in the sexual mores of their culture, because Paul claims that 
the Christians “are part of the eschatologically restored people of God,”172 the fulfillment 
of Jer 31:31–34, with God’s law now written on their hearts. Inscribed hearts is an upgrade 
from decorated doorways.

God’s law that set his people apart in Moses’ time still requires the Christians of 
Paul’s day to distinguish themselves in their sexual behavior. Drawing on established texts 
of sexual conduct (Lev 18:1–30; cf. Ezek 22:9b–11), Paul exhorts a largely Gentile audi-
ence to “a holy life” (1 Thess 4:7).173 Holiness is more prominent in 1 Thessalonians than 
anywhere else in Paul and, empowered by the Holy Spirit (4:8), practically embraces all of 
one’s life (5:23).174 They must stand apart from their society in their sexual activity, con-
trolling their sexual urges.175 Believers recognize that the body is “a gift from God through 
which we can manifest our Christian discipleship and obedience to the Lordship of Christ 

171. Alter, The Five Books of Moses, 190. Alter comments: 
This entire clause is a rare instance in biblical narrative . . . the narrator conveys the tenor 
of Jacob’s sons’ anger by reporting in the third person the kind of language they would have 
spoken silently, or to each other. It is a technical means for strongly imprinting the rage of 
Jacob’s sons in the presence of their father who has kept silent and, even now, gives no voice 
to his feelings about the violation of his daughter (Ibid).

172. Thielman, Theology of the New Testament, 243, 244.
173. The prohibited sexual unions of Lev 18:7–23 are summarized for Gentile converts in Acts 21:25 

under the term porneia. That these are not “Jewish rules” being placed on Gentiles is confirmed by noting 
that Acts 21:25 is merely honoring what had already been stipulated in 15:22–29. The Didache (known as 
the teaching of the apostles to the nations) has similar language and instructions for Gentile converts (Did. 
2.2; see Milavec, The Didache, 170).

174. Marshall, New Testament Theology, 243; cf. 1 Thess 3:13; 4:3–4, 7; 5:23; 2 Thess 2:13; of the Holy 
Spirit’s enablement, Ezek 36:27; Rom 8:1–4; Gal 5:16; 1 John 3:24.

175. Whether translated “wife” or “body” (so NRSV, TNIV, cf. 2 Cor 4:7), skeuos in 4:4 is lit. “vessel” and 
likely refers to the male sexual organ; see Smith, “Another Look at 4Q416 2ii.21,” 499–504. On incest in the 
early church, see Koskenniemi, The Exposure of Infants among Jews and Christians in Antiquity, 53, 95, 97, 
98, 100, 102, 131, 133, 145, 157.
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in the public, visible world. Thereby accepting Christ as Lord becomes communicable and 
credible, which it would not be if it were merely an ‘inner’ or ‘private’ matter.”176 This 
critiques “my sex life” mentality. So Paul warns them that “no one should wrong or take 
advantage of a brother or sister” (4:6a). Because sin still pollutes communities, holiness is 
still required and “evidenced in sexual purity.”177

The foundation for sexual ethics is doing God’s will (Rom 12:1–2; 1 Cor 6:20; Eph 
6:6). The ground for sexual conduct “is their status as part of the eschatologically restored 
people of God predicted by the prophets.”178 The believer’s new identity stems from their 
“new humanity ‘in Christ’ [that] provides new creation and new corporate solidarity. 
Thus evil forces in the world are more powerful than isolated individuals.”179 The Christian 
community is to be morally preserving. As Thielman states, “Their relationships should not 
be characterized by exploitative sex but by a quality of love that signifies the eschatological 
work of God in their hearts . . . God has chosen them to belong to his society.”180 So for 
the believer, the body is to be used to communicate what Christian service and futurity 
means.181 Moral order is necessary for believers who are awaiting the full arrival of their 
new creation.

CONCLUSION
Among other things, understanding biblical sexuality means our expectations are not 
only rooted in the Creator’s designs but we are also deeply aware of the fractured portrait 
of sexuality. We must acknowledge that Scripture’s intention contrasts sharply with lived-
experience, but biblical guidance is also given because of sexual corruption. To minister 
to the sexually abused, it is not enough to affirm “original sin” as some kind of theological 
escape clause. Instead, we must actively engage the “actual sin” of their violation. Solidarity 
with the abused requires a vulnerable empathy. 

Speaking out is important, but so is writing down. Locally, we need leaders in the 
faith communities to draw up comprehensive policies against sexual abuse—for the heal-
ing of this generation and the protection of the next. It is hoped that our analysis fosters a 
redemptive grief for the abused who need the informed understanding of their Christian 
brothers and sisters in order to heal—their spiritual family. At one level, I look for a day 
when collective restitution, in a sacramental declaration, can be made on an inter-faith 
and international scale.

We also considered the profound “fall-out” of sexual abuse, largely by noting the dy-
namic nature of the relational ecosystem. Victims, infant and elderly; the sexually broken 
among the abused and abuser—all share the dignity of the image of God that connects us 

176. Thiselton, The Living Paul, 70; emphasis original, citing Käsemann, New Testament Questions of 
Today, 135, cf. 108–37.

177. Marshall, New Testament Theology, 243.
178. Thielman, Theology of the New Testament, 245.
179. Thiselton, The Living Paul, 79; emphasis original.
180. Thielman, Theology of the New Testament, 245; emphasis added.
181. Thiselton, The Living Paul, 73.
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to all realms of God’s creation. This not only shapes the spectrum of relational trauma, it 
also highlights the relational contexts of healing. Creation theology shows us the male-fe-
male prerequisite for sexuality, affirmed throughout Scripture. Theologically, personhood 
is found in royal community for an ethical mission, making sexual abuse—the plundering 
of a fellow-image bearer—an inverted mission capable of intergenerational pollution. In 
the ministry of healing the sexually abused, it is vital to affirm the embodied realities of 
life, rather than isolating the nature of the image in the interiority of the person.

Those seeking to help the sexually violated must face the colonizing effects of sin 
that surround abusive relationships. “Sin-as-act” must also be viewed within the larger 
“neighborhood” of evil. This is the trans-generational nature of sexual abuse that must 
be addressed by pastor, counselor, and community alike. The vandalism of community 
shalom often results from the antecedent effects of sin. This needs more open and honest 
address in believing communities. Christian leaders must understand sin’s afterlife, the 
polluting effects of abuse to sexuality. The way abuse disorients the survivor’s relationship 
to God is devastating. This needs more holistic address from therapists and pastors. The 
community of the redeemed can truly be the healing family for the sexually broken. The 
moral order among God’s citizens is to be a foretaste of mystery restored.

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION
1. This chapter discusses how sexuality is both: (a) an embodied reality (b) and func-

tions within a relational ecosystem. Whether you are a counselor, pastor, or abuse 
survivor, how does this fact impact your practice, ministry, and care for survivors? 
What have you experienced that illustrates the beauty, complexity, and fragility of 
this dual reality (both a, b)? When it comes to working with the abused, how does 
the revealed truth of Scripture work alongside observed truth of the sciences and the 
victim’s lived-experience? In your practice, teaching, and ministry, how have you 
personally balanced these?

2. The author stated that there is a “need for collective restitution and healing on an 
international and inter-faith scale”; do you agree? Why or why not? From the per-
spective of survivors, why might this be meaningful? From the perspective of the 
Christian Gospel and social justice ministries? What might restitution look like 
on this scale? What could local churches do to contribute toward greater collec-
tive naming and healing of sexual abuse? What do you think is keeping this from 
happening?

3. How does a fuller understanding of creation theology bring dignity to sexuality? 
Explain the significance of sexuality being rooted in doxology? What is both dignify-
ing and dangerous about personhood as “being-in-relation,” the I-Thou-We of life? 
As discussed, what are the implications of sexuality serving as an “envelope” theme 
around Genesis 1 and 2 (see chart)? How do God’s initial instructions to humankind 
actually foster life? Establish boundaries? Democratize dignity? Explain the signifi-
cance of human sexuality being defined within community? What does this mean 
for therapy and healing rituals? How can preaching better communicate this?
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4. The author argues that the image of God includes both representation and resem-
blance, a stewardship for God and ethical mission from God. How does this view 
of image relate to the forms of trauma survivors face? More holistic views of heal-
ing? How can one’s view of the image of God create a disembodied victim? How is 
the danger of “disembodied” victims addressed in your practice or teaching minis-
try? Explain how reproduction and governance relate to the image of God and the 
Creation Mandate. In your opinion, what are the implications of this for a theology 
of sexuality? When the creation story consistently speaks of the human person in the 
plural, what are the implications of this?

5. Discuss the results of defining identity through subject–object opposition (i.e., op-
positional logic). What are the pros and cons of using paradigms of exclusion when 
working with abuse survivors? Discuss Volf ’s preference for defining gender identity as 
“not-without-the-other,” rather than neutralizing or synthesizing gender. How does this 
biblical-theological discussion help shape your approach in working with survivors?

6. What is the organic continuum of sin? Based on this chapter discussion, how does 
sexual abuse “live on” in systems of families, societies, and traditions? Explain the 
role of antecedent sin in Old Testament stories of rape and social fragmentation. 
Why is it important to understand the afterlife of sin when working with survivors? 
How do these theological and sociological truths overlap with *best practices in 
counseling? How can preaching and theological education more fully address the 
social, structural, and personal aspects of evil? Explain how evil corrupts a child’s 
environment and sense of personal options, often perpetuating that evil? 

7. Based on the discussion, how does the sin of sexual abuse stifle a survivor’s worship 
by “defiling the victim’s proper orientation to God?” What are the processes operat-
ing here? If you are a survivor, did you find this true in your life? As a Christian 
leader or therapist, how have you seen this play out among survivors you’ve worked 
with? How can modernity’s “turn to the subject” actually hinder healing? Explain. 
Why is the nexus of sin and its consequences such a difficult notion for popular 
Christianity to accept? What are the implications of this for healing ministries in 
churches? What are some false messages that survivors may be entertaining about 
their own healing?

8. Explain the significance of Paul connecting the Thessalonians’ sexual ethics (1 
Thess 4:3–8) with their future hope (4:13–5:11). In what ways are the sexual eth-
ics of believers related to eschatology? How does sexual sin “pollute” communities? 
From a biblical perspective, explain how our bodies are an integral part of Christian 
discipleship. Why is any exploitative sexuality incompatible with the Gospel and 
Christ-like character?
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