Dating/Sex/Courtship

Jim was involved in a courtship process — dating a young woman and trying to decide whether they ought to get married. As we talked about it, Jim wondered about my view on the role of sex in courtship. I told him. His face told me he considered me reactionary and prudish. He asked, “But how are we going to know whether we are sexually compatible?”
The question is not moot: What is the place of sexual activity in the courtship process?
Our youth may not agree that sexual intercourse before marriage is wrong. (According to the Clapp study, 48 percent of the Protestant church-active boys and girls between 13 and 15 years of age said sexual intercourse was OK as long as the couple were in love, even if unmarried.) But even among those who hold strongly that sex before marriage is wrong, many would draw a sharp distinction between sexual intercourse and the range of sexual interaction that stops short of intercourse.
Here I must disagree. My experience with young people convinces me the wisest, most biblically sound, and healthiest answer is simply: sexual activity of any kind is best reserved for marriage. The sexual encounter is by nature progressive: one thing is designed to lead to another. We are psychologically and biologically designed to experience a compelling sense of momentum that begins with sexually significant touch and light kissing, moves to heavy kissing and petting, and ends with intercourse.
Young people, by the way, understand this. If I’m counseling a young man in this area and sense resistance, I may ask him to consider his own experience. Has he ever been involved in prolonged kissing and noticed the onset of an erection? From a creation perspective, what purpose would God have in mind for linking an erection with such activity? I know that’s direct, even blunt, but I’ve found it helps young people accept my case for stricter standards, and often they thank me for being straightforward.
But for some reason we have a reluctance to reach the obvious conclusion. We shy away from confidently urging couples to avoid the whole range of sexual activity that precedes intercourse. But what good is gained by tacitly approving preliminary sexual contact when it so powerfully and easily leads further?
This reasoning runs contrary to the cultural currents of our society. Teaching helps, but I’ve found personal discussions with the people currently facing the issues to be most effective. Often I’ll share the experience of others.
When Jim came to me, for example, I told him about a married couple I know that had fooled around more than they had intended to before they got married. They both felt disappointed in themselves and began their sexual relationship in marriage feeling vaguely guilty. 

The wife had lost a measure of trust in her husband’s ability to control his sexual desire, and it made it more difficult for her to respond to him sexually. Now they wish they had drawn a clearer line and observed it.
I told him of a woman I’d talked with who had spent a few months dating a young man. As time went on, the two of them expressed more and more physical affection, up to and including a little petting. All this had a profound effect on the woman; she developed a strong emotional bond with the man. The physical affection didn’t seem to have nearly the same effect on him. When he decided they were probably not a good match, it was difficult for him to end the relationship, but it devastated her. Something had begun to form in her that was now being torn.
And since the best illustrations are positive, I tell counselees about several young couples I know who were married with no more than hand holding, walking arm in arm, and an occasional good-night kiss — and that only after they were engaged. Their sexual adjustment in marriage is better than that of many couples I know who were sexually active before marriage.
Selecting a Mate
Many young people have a romantic expectation of meeting someone who is erotically attractive and elicits a mysterious sense of compatibility. “Falling in love” hits like a powerful religious experience and is taken to be the voice of God: “This is the one for you.” Christian young people are sitting ducks for this deception.
They need compelling instruction that identifies Christian love as service love, founded on a decision, drawing from the emotions but not grounded in them. They also need wise criteria for selecting a spouse. We suggest they consider questions like the following:
— What kind of life is God calling you to live? What kind of spouse would support that?
— What kind of person would likely make a good father or mother for your children?
— What personality traits would put additional stress on your personal weaknesses?
— What are the important qualities in a spouse “for the long haul”? How do attractive appearance and an urbane sense of humor rate over time with a trait like faithfulness?
We realize we’re asking people to consider selecting a mate (and the dating process that precedes it) from a perspective entirely different from what they may be used to. So we try to provide instruction not only to young people but also to parents and the body at large so they can support them.
When people join our community, they take an extensive course in the basics of the Christian faith. During part of the course, we pay special attention to relationships and a Christian approach to sexuality, dating, marriage, and commitment. This helps our members have a common perspective on these matters.
Some parents are less sure about our counsel on dating than their kids. They remember their own dating from thirty years ago, which may have been relatively tame, and aren’t aware of the increased pressure toward sexual activity today. Or they want their kids to be accepted and fear if they don’t date extensively, they won’t be. So we address these issues in regular courses on family life and monthly forums for parents and teachers. Naturally these sessions cover a variety of topics — right now, the special demands of raising preschoolers — but encouraging teenagers to have a healthy approach to sexuality is a key concern.
Small Beginnings
The challenge to build a climate for lasting marriages can seem overwhelming, but there are small beginnings that are well within reach. Preaching in this area helps. So does an occasional class for junior high and senior high students.
But the best strategy in many situations may be to begin with a few committed people. This became clear to me one day when Rick came to see me. Rick had made a weak commitment to Christ when he was a child. Now as a university student he had come to a deeper conversion and was serious about his faith. He had recently broken up with his girlfriend because he knew their relationship wasn’t pleasing to God.

Rick told me, “I want to approach every area of my life as a disciple. I want my future relationships with women to be in the Lord.” He wanted to know how a Christian should approach dating and preparation for marriage.
Every young person in our congregations is not going to have the commitment of Rick. We soon saw, however, that special pastoral attention to the most highly motivated young men and women is time well spent. Those who have successfully adopted the approach of “taking a wife in honor” become advocates and tutors of an alternative approach to younger members.
As Zechariah prophesied, “Do not despise the day of small beginnings” (Zech. 4:10). Even if we begin to work with only a few adventurous volunteers — perhaps even one — we can be confident that small seeds bearing the character of the kingdom will flourish.
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