
Integrating sexuality and spirituality: 
What I want to do is to offer some ideas for us to reflect on in the light of our experience of living in 

response to the Gospel, and to do that in two parts – exploring some ideas that are not helpful (at least as we 

have heard them spoken to us), and that probably need questioning and/or rejecting, “From bad theology to the 

good news…”; and then looking at some more helpful ideas (that may, of course, also need questioning and/or 

rejecting …), “The holy in the ordinary – sacrament and relationship”. 

And – just to make it clear – I am not trying to set out what has been said in church documents or 

statements, though I think that what I am saying is orthodox in the sense of being true to the Gospel and to the 

lived experience of God’s gathered people. I’m also taking ideas from some named writers, and inviting us to see 

if they apply in ways beyond what those writers considered. 

 

 

From bad theology to the good news… 

We can never say everything there is to say about God. 

That might not sound much like a helpful sentence for some reflection on the good news of ourselves 

before God, but theological study and reflection can help us see that this or that concept of God, this or that 

doctrinal formulation, cannot be more than a concept or a formulation; we can recognise with Abraham Heschel 

that there are levels of our religious experience where “all formulations and articulations disappear as 

understatements.”  If we take half-a-step back, we can come to see more clearly that all our statements and 

symbols and representations of God are and can only be other-than-God. 

So it’s not just that there is always more to say about God: that’s true about God, and it’s also true about 

you and me: there is always more to say about you and about me. But anything we say about God is both other-

than-God and never definitive: we’ve never said the last word, and all that do we say is provisional. (On reflection, 

that’s true about you and me, too). 

But that’s not the way some voices in the church speak, and we have had to hear those voices of would-

be certainty on-and-off at various times in our lives. Not that this is simply a feature of our times: a few weeks 

ago, in the Gospel reading for the last Thursday of the old liturgical year, we saw Jesus correcting the question put 

to him by the Pharisees in their search for certainty. They wanted to know clearly when the promise of God would 

be fulfilled in the coming of the kingdom: they wanted a clear knowledge of when to match their own clear 

knowledge of who was included in the kingdom and (likely more important to them) who was not. “It’s not like 

that,” Jesus tells them, “not like that on either count”: the lawyer’s desire for certainty runs into the 

unfathomable and unpredictable loving mercy of God. To live in the matrix of that mercy, that loving kindness, 

that wisdom of God, calls for wisdom on the part of human beings. But certainty is much easier to live with than 

wisdom – less life-giving, but easier. 

One of my fellow-Jesuits, an American theologian called John Kavanaugh, tells the story of a conversation 

with Mother Teresa. He was working with the Missionaries of Charity in Calcutta, and met Mother Teresa one 

morning after mass. “I want you to pray for something for me”, he asked. “ What?” she asked. “I want you to pray 

that I may have the gift of certainty and clarity”, he replied. “No”, said Mother Teresa, “ you don’t need certainty 

and clarity: in fact you need to let go of certainty and clarity.” Now John had brought this request halfway round 

the world, so he wasn’t minded to leave things go just like that. “That’s a bit rich, coming from you, Mother”, he 

said. ”Anyone can see that you have always had so much clarity and certainty.” “No”, said Mother Teresa, ““I’ve 

never had clarity and certitude,” she said. “I only have trust. I’ll pray that you trust.” 

That’s an attitude echoed by Pope Francis in one of his recent interviews, where he criticises those who 

think that they have the final word on anything to do with God. He is responding to his Jesuit interviewer about 

the very Jesuit matter of finding God in all things: 

The pope replies: “Yes, in this quest to seek and find God in all things there is still an area of uncertainty. 

There must be. If a person says that he met God with total certainty and is not touched by a margin of uncertainty, 

then this is not good. For me, this is an important key. If one has the answers to all the questions—that is the proof 



that God is not with him. It means that he is a false prophet using religion for himself. The great leaders of the 

people of God, like Moses, have always left room for doubt. You must leave room for the Lord, not for our 

certainties; we must be humble.  

Let me add a famous comment from a famous and holy man: John Henry Newman. “To live is to change, 

and to become perfect is to have changed often”. I was struck a few weeks ago by how much we need to hear 

Newman give us permission to change: I was visiting a dying lady in a hospice, and her first whispered regret was 

that she didn’t have the sort of faith she had had as a child. But when we talked about it a little, she came to see 

that as an 80-year-old she couldn’t and shouldn’t have the faith of an 8-year-old: her faith now had to encompass 

all that she had experienced in a long life. (It was very good to see her arrive at this moment of growth-into-

freedom). 

But… if when we were eight, or eighteen, we were told things, given beliefs, with the voice of apparently 

divinely-sanctioned authority; if when we were very young (at least as far as thinking through the things of God 

was concerned), we were told firmly that God required us to be like this, and certainly didn’t permit us to be like 

that, it can be a scary step to explore what we were given and to discover whether or not these were “words that 

give life” – Gospel words – the Good News spoken to us. Taking these scary steps is what good theology can help 

us to do. What can happen as we grow as human persons is that we have faith in a God who is the God of the 

Good News, but our beliefs don’t match that Gospel faith. 

All of which can encourage us to look at some of the beliefs which we might have stowed away at the 

back of our heads by way of bad theology. In what follows I’m partly indebted to an excellent article by Joan 

Timmerman in The Journal of Sex Education and Therapy, (an article published in 2001, so in a somewhat 

different church climate, and not exactly in a mainstream theological journal…). 

Timmerman offers examples of bad theology in three areas: moral rules, the meaning of suffering, and 

the notion of a Divine Plan. I want to stay with the first of these, though the other two – and indeed the whole 

article – well repay reading.1 

Moral rules: 

a) Assigning equal certitude to rules as to values. 

The truth of values is felt. The truth of love, hope, desire for life, care of the weak and infirm, and hundreds 

of other values are known as we experience them. Truth can only be discovered and shared, not decreed. Rules are 

decreed, and are meant to be obeyed on the grounds that doing so will protect something more important – a 

value essential to human life… 

…For many Christians, the last 1,000 years of church practice has made rule-keeping, especially sexual 

rule-keeping, a test of membership. The theological test of membership is faith and love. The rules are not the test; 

they are precisely the formulations which need to be tested to determine whether they are still adequate. Rules 

are adequate if they promote growth in faith and love, given the social and individual experience here and now… 

…sexual life in its lived complexity is full of uncertainties, mysteries, and dynamic personal factors which 

no sixth-grade rule can possibly anticipate. 

Let me reprise a comment I made a little earlier: ‘To live in the matrix of the unfathomable and 

unpredictable loving mercy of God calls for wisdom on the part of human beings.‘ It seems to me that this is the 

other side of this particular coin: the uncertainties and mysteries of human living meet the unfathomable and 

unpredictable love of God. 

And I am happy to quote from a rather distinguished fellow-Jesuit at this point:  

More than by fear of going astray, my hope is that we will be moved by the fear of remaining shut up 

within structures which give us a false sense of security, within rules which make us harsh judges, within habits 

which make us feel safe, while at our door people are starving and Jesus does not tire of saying to us: “Give them 

something to eat” (Mk 6:37). EG#49 
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Rather than experts in dire predictions, dour judges bent on rooting out every threat and deviation, we 

should appear as joyful messengers of challenging proposals, guardians of the goodness and beauty which shine 

forth in a life of fidelity to the Gospel. [EG#168] 

b) giving prohibited sexual actions ontological, rather than moral, force: 

Sexual sin … carried … the stigma of a spiritual failure that can never be restored or forgiven. … Prohibited 

sexual actions are given the power to put shame at the core of a person… A healthy sense of guilt separates the 

core of a person (their goodness, what they are and can become) from any one particular action. He or she can say 

‘I did something wrong. I reject my action as not what or who I wish to be. I start again, perhaps weakened by that 

choice, but neither condemned or rejected by God on the basis of a single act.’ 

By contrast with healthy guilt, the mechanism of shame has the qualities of taboo: when a taboo is 

broken, there is a fear that everything will fall apart, so the source of the shame must be eliminated by silence 

and distance. Timmerman comments ‘There is nothing of intellect or conscience or reason in it; reasons are not 

relevant.’  Once we start allowing reason a place, we can ask questions which are based on conscience, and 

conscience leads us to the Good News, not to taboo and shame. 

c) assuming that it is marriage which makes sex good.  

This, says Timmerman, ignores some very basic principles in theological reflection: 

“Theologically, the only thing that makes sense is to say that the religious meaning of marriage as a holy 

and sacred union is possible precisely because sexuality in itself is good. The theology of creation affirms the 

goodness of all created reality; the theology of sacrament affirms that the meaning of these good and natural 

things is transformed in the christian community’s use of them so that they become carriers of the presence of 

God.” 

In other words, a sacrament takes something good and enables us to see the presence of God right there. 

We can have problems with this “goodness”. If you have heard me before, you may remember me quoting an 

American couple, a theologian and a psychologist, called the Whiteheads, who put it like this: 

Christians believe that sex is good because our bodies are good and holy. "Your body is the temple of the Holy 

Spirit," St Paul wrote to his friends at Corinth. God inhabits our bodies; the Creator delights to be present in this fleshly 

dwelling. But this conviction, at the heart of Christianity, remains incredible even to many Christians. The doctrine of 

the trinity, or the resurrection or the last judgement - these can be accepted on faith. But that God delights to dwell in 

this body - with its erections or menstruations or aching loneliness? Impossible! 

But the Good news is precisely that: God delights to dwell in this body. 

Let me make a detour. Of course, being a Jesuitical detour it’s not really a detour at all. Without wanting 

to trigger an argument, let me take us for a moment to a vexed aspect of our experience of the life of the church 

in recent years, namely “the new translation” of the text of the Mass.  There are far too many instances where 

the new text is unhelpful – but I want to point to one small phrase where I think that the translators (I use the 

word loosely) have come up with something that is more helpful than what it replaced. The fourth Eucharistic 

Prayer in its earlier version proclaims that Jesus is “like us in all things but sin”. The new version says “he shared 

our human nature in all things but sin.” I think the new version spells out helpfully what we need to take seriously 

– all things but sin.  

I run workshops for retreat-givers and spiritual directors, and ask them to consider what it might mean 

for our understanding of our sexuality to take seriously that Jesus shared our human nature in all things but sin. 

What was the experience of Jesus as an adolescent? Did he get ambushed by unexpected erections? Did he have 

wet dreams? And as a parallel, what was the experience of Mary the mother of Jesus as she went through 

puberty? 

The questions can sound startling and maybe irreverent – but that is because many of us are in the closet: 

that is, we are closet Docetists - heretics who don’t really believe in the true humanity of Jesus. And this particular 

way of not taking seriously the Incarnation of the Son of God is an example of not “finding God in all things”. But 

finding God in all things is a way of living urged on us all by my Master Ignatius as a response to the Gospel. 

 

 



Timmerman comments: 

If we identify God, holiness, and our best selves with the higher aspects of reality, we will end up ignoring 

God in all the other aspects. We will ignore the sacramental value of ordinary sexuality…  

She then goes on to suggest that: 

… The theological antidote to toxic perfectionism is an experience of the nearness of God to all reality, the 

theology of the sacramental principle. God not only calls us beyond, he calls us within, to the smallest of everyday 

events. 

A pause – to recap on the story so far before changing gear: 

1) We can never say everything about God, but sometimes what we do say obstructs our vision. 

2) “To live is to change, and to become perfect is to have changed often.” 

3) We need to be confident enough to look at how we formulated and assimilated beliefs that no longer       

serve theGospel in our lives, for example: 

a) Rule-dominated moral laws which don’t leave room for exploration 

b) Collapsing rules and the values they express 

c) Making sexual sin uniquely significant in our lives … 

d) … and somehow needing marriage to make sex holy because we are closet Docetists. 

 

 

 

The holy in the ordinary – sacrament and relationship 

I want to pick up that second comment by Joan Timmerman: 

The theological antidote to toxic perfectionism is an experience of the nearness of God to all reality, the 

theology of the sacramental principle. God not only calls us beyond, he calls us within, to the smallest of everyday 

events. 

Let’s take that a little further, because I think it can help us to think about how God is at work in and 

through our sexuality and our desires, and how we are invited by God’s love to find how our longing and loving, 

rather than taking us away from God or competing with our love of God, finds its place and its fullness within 

God’s love for us. 

Aelred of Rievaulx was a 12th Century English Cistercian monk who reflected on how his own sexuality and 

experience of loving men brought him to an ever-growing love of God. (He is very clear that it was men that he 

loved, even if he is less clear about the shape and the boundaries of his relationships before becoming a monk.) 

He sums up one key insight in a couple of sentences that I quote frequently: 

“Almighty God could no doubt grant instant perfection to everyone and bestow all the virtues on each of 

us. But his loving arrangement is that we should need one another." 

Let me jump a few centuries to another Englishman. The Jesuit poet Gerard Manley Hopkins says: “The 

world is charged with the grandeur of God”, and then turns that round and says “All things give God glory if you 

mean them so.” It’s not as foreign or pious an idea as it might sound: if we know what it is to have an intimate 

relationship – whatever the parameters and boundaries of such a relationship – we know how everything can 

express love, from the most powerful expressions of sexual intimacy to the smallest gestures and glances. In a 

genuine human relationship, everything that happens in our shared world symbolises the reality of that 

relationship, and nothing that is there in our shared world quite manages to capture the full richness involved. 

Whoever we are in the church, we can usefully listen to Aelred, and recognise that God’s loving arrangement is 

that we should need one another; and we can usefully listen to Hopkins, and recognise that our lives (and our 

sexualities) are ‘charged with the grandeur of God’, and that our lives (and our sexualities) ‘give God glory if we 

mean them so.’ 

Hopkins was shaped by his experience of Ignatian spirituality, as by his own anxious dealings with his own 

sexuality. Ignatius of Loyola, the founder of the Jesuits, left as one of his legacies in the church the little book 

known as the Spiritual Exercises. (If you are familiar with it, you know that it’s not a pious prayer-book: don’t read 

it if you want to be uplifted by inspiring thoughts. In fact don’t read it in that sense at all: it’s not meant to be 



read, but to be used by someone guiding another person in prayer, and I’d like to offer a “sample” of what 

Ignatius suggests at the end of this presentation). 

The purpose of the Exercises, says Ignatius, is to help a person “master themselves and order their life, 

without being swayed by an affection which might be disordered”. That can sound a bit alarming, as if Ignatius 

wants to rid us of affection altogether. Given how some christian thinkers have written about affection, that 

might seem to fit with what we expect. But in fact Ignatius is saying something quite different: what Ignatius 

wants to help grow in an individual making use of the insights of the Exercises is the freedom to love fully.  

That freedom, he says, comes about when our affections find their right places around the love of God at 

work in our lives. Let me suggest what might be an odd image: you may have done that little experiment in 

physics class where you put a bar magnet below a sheet of paper and sprinkle iron filings on the paper: jiggle the 

paper and you can see the iron filings line themselves up along the lines of magnetic force emanating from the 

magnet. So with us – we are not asked to reject our affections and loves, but to allow the incalculable love of God 

to assist us to line-up our affections, and so to grow in the freedom that comes when we are not diverted from 

what is most central to us by what has at this moment the apparently most urgent pull. 

Seen from this perspective, the book of the Exercises turns out to be a manual for the training of 

affection. We need such a training, not only because we are individually always on the way to fuller growth, (that 

is, always on the way home to who we really are), but also because so much of our culture works against that 

fuller growth, (and so prolongs our exile from our true selves). Obviously enough, a sexual culture built on 

hedonism and the search for pleasure works against real growth, but unhelpful aspects can be found “closer to 

home” in some of the apparently positive ways in which some leaders in the church speak. The Sri Lankan Jesuit 

theologian Aloysius Pieris puts it like this: 

Some homilists at nuptial masses tend to present marriage as a contract in which partners vow to take each 

other as the mutual centre of their lives. This is a pseudo-theological concession to an infantile perception of the 

marriage alliance …  no human being – leave alone other creatures – can ever be the absolute centre, the ultimate 

source of happiness or the exclusive focus of attention of another human being … No creature can quench another's 

thirst for love. Only God can.2 

St Augustine puts it famously: “You have made us for yourself, O Lord, and our hearts are restless until they 

find their rest in you.”  (Given what a bad press Augustine gets from some on account of his theology of sexuality, he 

says a lot of useful things….) 

So the training of the affections that Ignatius offers us leads not to a lessening of our loving, but to its 

growth and strengthening. Here is a neat summary of an “Ignatian spirituality of sex” from a very helpful article by 

Timothy Muldoon published in the Jesuit journal called The  Way:3 

… sexual desire, sexual expression, sexual activity represent ordered affection to the extent that they 

celebrate and manifest the life to which God has called the person whose affection is ordered towards the love of 

God.4  

When I made the full 30-day experience of the Spiritual Exercises at the close of my Jesuit formation, 

[having been surprised once or twice along the way], I was a little startled by how my director asked me to pray in 

the final stages, in the fourth “week” of the Exercises. Through the previous weeks I had spoken to God as my 

creator, as my forgiving and accepting Father; I had prayed as a companion of Jesus as he went about his public 

ministry, and as one for whom he gave his life as my redeemer. In the fourth week I was asked to pray in the 

presence of Jesus as my lover, and that startled me. If I had been more familiar with the text of the Exercises, I 

would have remembered that that is the language of Ignatius in the fourth week: 

Love ought to manifest itself more by deeds than by words. Love consists in a mutual communication 

between two persons. That is, the one who loves gives and communicates to the beloved what he or she has, or a 

part of what one has or can have; and the beloved in return does the same to the lover.  
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It seems to me that Ignatius is doing more than just describing how someone making a retreat ought to 

talk with God, namely to engage in conversation with God as a lover: he is also saying something about how 

anybody who loves communicates with their beloved. And bringing the two ideas (in so far as they are two) 

together like that implies that the sexual is open to being the sacramental: that is, that sex – everything that gets 

caught up in that short blunt word – can symbolise the fullness of self-giving that each lover brings to the other 

and receives from the other, and in symbolising that self-giving, sex can symbolise the self-giving love that is there 

between God and each one of us. And note – a real symbol doesn’t point to something that is really someplace 

else, like a road sign points to Oxford Circus: a real symbol gives us (as limited embodied people) a way of seeing 

and experiencing what is really present: that which is really here “under our noses”, but which is too rich for us to 

see in its fullness this side of the resurrection.  

I’d like to quote further from Muldoon’s article in The Way: he is speaking about people living within the 

sacrament of marriage, but let’s ask ourselves whether his comments need to be restricted to that setting. 

In a sacramental context, he says, “sexual intimacy is itself no less than the water of baptism or the bread 

of the Eucharist: the real symbol … of the reality of grace … poured out through the mediation of the body…. For 

just as the sharing of the body and blood of Christ ought to manifest a real love among the members of Christ’s 

body, so too ought sexual intimacy to manifest a real love between husband and wife. ‘This is my body’— the 

language is equally apt in sexual intimacy, for it is a language that is ratified not only in the privileged moments of 

what we call ‘sex’, but also in the thousands of touches, glances, kisses and embraces that are part of the warp 

and woof of daily married life. Marital sexual intimacy may well be for some the most efficacious sacramental 

symbol … of all, because it is expressed and experienced in the flesh.  

The church is always very clear that it cannot draw boundaries as to where God is at work: while the 

church can say “Here is a Sacrament” (with a capital S), it can’t say “God is not at work there”. So while the 

Sacrament of Marriage is boundaried, there are no boundaries to the sacramentality of sex – that is, to the 

possibility, the capacity of sex to be “the most efficacious sacramental symbol”, teaching us in the most embodied 

way possible the love of God, and inviting us in the most embodied way possible to embody that love in all our 

living. 

Loving embodied encounter with another can range from affectionate touch to sexual intercourse – and 

in an established relationship there can be “loving embodied encounter” that is mediated by a glance or a gesture 

or a word, without physical contact as such. In all such experiences of the sexual – for that is what they are in 

some way or another – I learn that I am accepted as a physical being, an embodied person.  

Ben Kimmerling, also writing in The Way5, puts it like this. 

“… each partner by delighting in the other reveals to the other the wholesomeness and beauty of his or her 

body. The message which is communicated is this: you and your body are good, you and your body are acceptable, 

you and your body are lovable.  

Speaking of married sexual intimacy, Kimmerling adds: 

So loving physical intimacy is a freeing experience. It is a redemptive experience: God through a couple's 

most intimate gestures frees them to reach out, not only to one another but to others, in self-giving love 

And if that is true, then it becomes very important that I learn how to live as a sexual person – whatever 

my sexuality or state of life. And that is where the ‘ordering of my affections’ comes into play. Ignatius invites me 

to become aware of those aspects of my living that draw me closer to God – that go along with God’s dream for 

me – and those aspects of my living that run counter to the best of me. If you are familiar with Ignatius’ tools of 

reflection – often referred to as the “Examen” – then you will know how we can learn not only to look back and 

see where God has been at work, but also to look at the present with gospel-centred eyes. It can be a bit more 

difficult to be aware of those movements of encouragement and discouragement, peace and agitation, when we 

are experiencing sexual attraction and arousal – but here too we can learn not only to look back (Wordsworth’s 

“emotion recollected in tranquillity”) but also to become more aware in the present moment of the degree to 
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which I am encountering the sacramentality of the sexual. (And if you are not familiar with the Examen, then hang 

on a few minutes, because it constitutes the promised “sample” from the Exercises with which I want to close.)  

Ignatius never wants me just to rely on feelings, even if I become used to the process he calls 

‘discernment’. He is too aware of all the various ways in which my judgement can be swayed (he knew it from his 

own experience), and so asks the one praying and discerning always to “check at the bar of reason” what appears 

to be God’s action in them. (Doing this with the help of a trusted guide is a recommendation that Ignatius shares 

with all the great spiritual traditions, within and outwith Christianity.) 

So one question I need to ask myself is “what is ordering what?” Am I genuinely doing my very best to 

discern what God is offering me as the best next step in my growth in love, as I move closer to the one who alone 

can fully satisfy that love? Or am I, so to speak, tucking-in my ultimate goal to fit with what I want right now? 

Either may lead me to the same line of action, but they are not equivalent, any more than an interaction with 

another for my gain is the same as that (apparently equivalent) interaction undertaken out of self-giving love for 

them. We can recall Aloysius Pieris’ comments at this point: no human being - leave alone other creatures - can ever 

be the absolute centre, the ultimate source of happiness or the exclusive focus of attention of another human being ... 

No creature can quench another's thirst for love. Only God can. 

Another way of looking at this is to ask myself “what is the deepest desire at play?” For me to be able to 

begin to answer that question requires me to be at least beginning to know myself – and that is where using the 

reflective prayer of the ‘Examen’ – that becoming more and more aware of how I have responded to the events 

of my day – becomes a training ground, or, better, a school in which I attune the eyes and ears of my soul and 

spirit to the gentle work of God in me, just as I might learn to attune my eyes or ears to appreciate paintings or 

music. 

The only point in the Gospels where Jesus talks about sexual intimacy, he speaks of it as part of the divine 

ordering of things – “the two shall become one flesh”. Like all aspects of the divine ordering of things – all aspects 

of God’s creation – sex has the capacity to be used for harm, and to create disorder between and within people. 

So the training of affection – the “ordering of my affections” – is a task of mature living and mature loving 

wherever I find God has drawn me in my living and loving.  

Let me finish. We live in a world which is always and everywhere the sacrament of God’s living in and 

among us, and in this world, charged with the grandeur of God, all things give God glory if you mean them so. Or, 

as Timothy Muldoon puts it, (writing in the context of marriage but expressing ideas which I suggest might be 

extended to all the particular ways into which God may invite us): 

[sex and sexuality] “can also be beautiful, nourishing, even in some sense deifying, enabling human beings 

to express in their very selves a deep, embedded capacity to be the manifestation of divine love for another. It is in 

this latter sense that we can call sex ‘sacramental’, grace-filled, transfiguring ordinary flesh. In light of this 

promise, the ordering of desire constitutes the sometimes difficult, and often beautiful, sanctification of ordinary 

life.” 

 

 

 


