DATING

I heard about a high school student who was asked by some of his buddies why he wasn’t going to the prom.
“I don’t know any girls who are worth the money,” he replied, somewhat on the defensive.
They laughed and said, “But what about the sex? The sex is worth it.”
Steeling his courage, he replied, “I’m not planning on having sex until I’m married.”
His friends recommended a psychiatric evaluation.
While the bravado of young men often overstates reality, it is not uncommon for an invitation to the prom to connote an invitation to sex.
Statistics on the sexual activity of teenagers suggest this type of thinking is widespread. In a national Gallup survey in May 1981, 52 percent of the regular churchgoers ages 13–18 did not think premarital sex was wrong. In a survey of church-active Protestants in central Illinois, Steve Clapp found that 59 percent of the males 16–18 admitted having had intercourse, while 42 percent of the females admitted the same.
The role of dating in our society has changed over the past thirty years. Dating has become detached from the process of looking for a marriage partner; it is no longer primarily a courtship activity but a recreational activity. Anyone who thinks recreational dating doesn’t encourage sexual activity has lost his appreciation for the obvious. But there are other problems.
We noticed one in our early work with university students. The preoccupation with romantic relationships was threatening to turn the group into something of a soap opera. As young people paired up and split up, relationships were strained and jealousies created. The less-attractive and less-popular students often felt isolated, left out, and resentful. The whole process made young people more self-conscious: “Am I attractive?” “Why isn’t anyone asking me out?”
A third and related problem: Dating was not helping train them for married life. The strong focus on one-on-one relationships with someone of the opposite sex short-circuited kids from building a wider base of strong relationships. Relying on one person for most of one’s social and emotional needs began a pattern that often burdened the marriage relationship later.
I’ve found young people are not as resistant to acknowledging these pitfalls as one might expect. They admit the many pressures, frustrations, and temptations of the typical dating scene. Consequently, many of them have taken seriously our counsel: Until you are ready to begin seeking a spouse, don’t date. Look for opportunities to be with members of the opposite sex in group situations.
Of course, this means we have to work to do two things: teach young people about Christian relationships, beginning early, and provide them with positive group social opportunities.
Our fellowship operates a Christian school for fourth through ninth grades, and we begin there. We talk openly about an alternative approach to dating. We discourage the flirtation and pairing off so common in junior high schools.
With high school students, we work to build an environment that supports the students who have decided to forgo romantic relationships until they are ready for marriage. This isn’t easy, but through a variety of means — retreats, some small groups, even large-group activities — young people can share their struggles and get support for taking a Christian stand.
Our fellowship has long had an extensive outreach to university students, and we’ve found them the most receptive of all. High school young people, while they are the least equipped to handle dating, are the most pressured into it. By college, some of the intense peer pressure can lessen. We sponsor many group events for university students. Better still, we’ve discovered, are group service projects. When young men and women work together in Bible studies for new believers, they get to know each other without the self-consciousness of dating.
