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This paper offers a conceptual geography of the collision between the 
traditional Christian family, grounded in an experience of God, and 
the banality of its secular counterpart. Throughout the analysis, I appeal 
to an objective, fully canonical, binding standpoint: the God’s-eye per-
spective of Orthodox Christianity. The Christian family is not rightly 
understood as a culturally and historically conditioned social construc-
tion, created by a set of individuals, each seeking one’s own particular 
account of self-satisfaction. This paper embraces the Orthodox Christian 
recognition that the marital relationship should orient the couple, and 
their children, towards God and salvation. Everything, including the 
sexual union of husband and wife, as well as the conceiving and raising 
of children, is to be done in a way that is compatible with approaching 
holiness. Christians know that the family is a sacramental relationship 
forged with the blessing of God and only properly oriented towards Him.
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I. INTRODUCTION

Because for secular culture, God is dead, it lacks any ultimate foundation 
or final point of moral focus to ground ethical judgments. Consequently, as 
Gianni Vattimo has observed, the secular culture of the Western world is 
a moral Babel. “The West,” he argues, “. . . is a synonym for consumerism, 
hedonism, a Babel-like pluralism of cultures, loss of center, and oblivious-
ness to any reference to ‘natural’ law” (Vattimo, 2002, 70). Without God to 
secure the foundation and ultimate enforcement of morality, there can be no 
in-principle standpoint from which to provide a unique and binding moral 
perspective. If one rejects God as securing definitive moral content, all claims 
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to moral truth are reduced to socially and historically conditioned judgments, 
culturally relative virtues, ideological commitments, or personal intuitions. As 
H. T. Engelhardt, Jr. concludes, without such a definitive foundation, secular 
morality is deflated in importance and demoralized (2010a, 2010b). Secular 
morality encompasses no more than those potentially idiosyncratic ends and 
individual projects that particular persons affirm as if they were virtuous and 
good. As Protagoras (490–420 B.C.) so aptly put the point, without God “Man 
is the measure of all things.”1 Such a critique applies equally well to politi-
cal activists who seek to recast the family as no more than a historically and 
culturally conditioned social construction.

Progressive activists have long endeavored to undermine the traditional 
Christian family: husband and wife, together with their own biological, and 
perhaps adopted, children. The idea of the family, as created through the 
monogamous and life-long bond of the marriage of husband and wife, has 
been socially undermined as advocates seek to bring other living arrange-
ments, such as same-sex partnerships, fully into the social mainstream.2 The 
family is judged as created through and thus reducible to the peculiar inter-
ests of its individual members to achieve their own specific goals. Morality, 
as it applies to family life, has been deflated into various and diverse lifestyle 
choices. Such a deflated morality embraces an ecumenical openness to the 
moral perspectives of others, while also undermining traditional Christian 
concerns regarding sexuality and reproduction into the prejudices and social 
artifacts of particular times and places. Traditional Christian sexual teach-
ing, for example, has been rhetorically turned on its head, chastised by 
progressive advocates as inappropriately homophobic (Cox, 2013). The goal 
for many social activists is to recast the family through this public critical 
reassessment of traditional Christianity in favor of a fully post-traditional 
moral ethos.

This paper offers a conceptual geography of the collision between the tra-
ditional Christian family, grounded in an experience of God, and the banal-
ity of its secular counterpart. The dominant secular ethic appreciates the 
family precisely as Vattimo’s diagnosis anticipates: the family is understood 
as the creation of hedonism, consumerism, and obliviousness to any moral 
foundations. In contrast, I unabashedly appeal to an objective, fully canoni-
cal, binding standpoint: the God’s-eye perspective of traditional Christianity. 
The Christian family is not rightly understood as a culturally and historically 
conditioned social construction, created by a set of individuals, each seek-
ing one’s own particular account of self-satisfaction. The family must be 
recognized as the core community through which children learn how best to 
live and how to seek salvation, as well as how properly to fulfill substantial 
duties to God, family members, and their community. Everything, including 
the sexual union of husband and wife, as well as the conceiving and raising 
of children, is to be done in a way that is compatible with approaching holi-
ness (Engelhardt, 2000, 235). This paper embraces the Christian recognition 
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that the marital relationship should orient the couple, and their children, 
towards God and salvation. Christians know that the family is a sacramental 
relationship forged with the blessing of God and properly oriented towards 
Him.

II. THE DEFLATION OF CHRISTIAN BIOETHICS

A useful interpretative framework, through which to appreciate key shifts 
in recent theological bioethics, can be found in the development of “weak 
thought” and “weak theology.” Where post-modernity is the recognition that 
a canonical content-full morality cannot be discovered through reason alone 
(Engelhardt, 1996, 8), the reflections of Gianni Vattimo and John Caputo, 
among others, on “weak thought” acknowledge that this circumstance also 
involves a weakening of thought and a weakening of being (Vattimo and 
Rovatti, 1983; Vattimo, 1983, 2007; Caputo and Vattimo, 2007). Claims regard-
ing fully objective truth cannot be justified unless one appeals to a canoni-
cal point of view, a binding standpoint that is not already conditioned by a 
particular society, culture, or place in history. Without a foundation in being-
in-itself, truth is always interpreted through the lens of a particular socio-
historically and culturally conditioned perspective. As Vattimo observes, “. . . 
no one ever starts from scratch but always from a faith, a belonging-to or a 
bond” (Vattimo, 1983, 50). General secular reason, however, cannot secure a 
particular canonical account of thought, much less of being: “. . . the think-
ing of being can no longer vindicate the sovereignty that metaphysics attrib-
uted to it . . . weak thought has no reasons left to vindicate the supremacy 
of metaphysics over praxis” (Vattimo, 1983, 50). Vattimo encapsulated this 
position in his comments on Nietzsche: “. . . the death of God signifies the 
final dissolution of supreme values and metaphysical belief in an objective 
and eternal order of Being” (Vattimo, 2011, 58).3 As Engel notes: “Just as for 
Nietzsche, so for Vattimo also, the ‘real world’ has become a fable. The ‘real 
world’ has been abolished; reality only continues to exist as (current per-
sonal) interpretation” (2008, 471). Without God, knowledge claims cannot be 
grounded in reality itself. Absent such a foundation in being, truth no longer 
means the correspondence between a proposition and reality, but is always 
the product of interpretation: “. . . the true does not have a metaphysical 
or logical nature but a rhetorical one” (Vattimo, 1983, 50). Once God, or a 
God’s-eye perspective, is rejected, morality is denied a transcendent anchor 
for its content in being, and, therefore, shatters into a plurality of divergent 
normative stances, all equally contingent.

As an extension of weak thought, weak theology accepts a form of post-mod-
ernism. It involves a radical toning down of theological claims and the avoid-
ance of affirming an objective moral good or objectively true moral theology 
(Vattimo, 1982, 2002; Engel, 2001; Robbins, 2004a, 2004b). Central to weak theol-
ogy, for example, is the deflation of moral theological claims. Moral theological 
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statements may be made, but they are to be stated without any emphasis on 
dogmatic certainty: “belief in strong principles and fixed structures has become 
obsolete. . . .” (Engel, 2008, 469). For example, weak theology will not affirm 
with St. Basil the Great that all should recognize that abortion is the murder of 
a child in the womb: “The woman who purposely destroys her unborn child is 
guilty of murder” (Letter CLXXXVIII, 1994, 225). Instead, weak theology justifies 
only the personal subjective judgment that “abortion is the wrong choice for 
me.” Although this second statement may also be true, the real moral and spir-
itual significance of taking human life has been muted.4 Abortion is no longer 
appreciated as a deeply sinful act. Placing the morality of killing one’s child 
within the realm of personal choice radically deflates its significance.

Weak theology puts solidarity and social justice prior to truth and dogma. As 
Vattimo affirms: “What project can I have in the world if I am a Christian? To 
defend the authority of the church and its dogmas, or to strive for a different 
situation, an ecumenical situation, a situation in which we really come together 
and feel mutual affection” (Vattimo and Girard, 2010, 41–42). Just as “truth” is 
the product of interpretation, so too moral theology is appreciated as the prod-
uct of a particular time and place, changeable, and subject to reinterpretation.

[We] experience the return of the religious in a world in which one cannot ignore 
the history of influence of every text, and of the biblical text above all. One cannot 
ignore the fact that the sacred texts which mark our religious experience are handed 
down to us by a tradition, by which I mean also that its mediation does not allow 
them to survive as unmodifiable objects. . . (Vattimo, 1998, 88)5

As Richard Rorty (1931–2007) concludes, for Vattimo, weak thought pro-
duces “a desirable humility about our own moral intuitions and about the 
social institutions to which we have become accustomed. This humility will 
encourage tolerance for other intuitions, and a willingness to experiment 
with ways of refashioning or replacing institutions” (Rorty, 2004, xviii–xix). 
Such reflections deny that one can have knowledge of God’s existence or of 
the truth of Christian moral doctrines.6

Once theology has been weakened, moral concerns are reinterpreted as 
personal aesthetic projects, the choice of a self-pleasing lifestyle. For exam-
ple, when one espouses a weak theological position, one avoids affirming the 
intrinsic sinfulness of sex outside of the monogamous marriage of man and 
woman. Rather than stating with St. Paul (I Corinthians 6:9), the immorality of 
homosexual acts and the need for real repentance for sin, one notes the differ-
ent potential goods of various lifestyle choices, such as homosexual partner-
ships, arguing against unjust discrimination.7 Living as husband and wife within 
a monogamous heterosexual marriage is no longer appreciated as a moral duty, 
but is recast as a matter of personal self-fulfillment, the choice of a satisfying 
lifestyle (Engelhardt, 2000, 141). Sex outside of the marriage of husband and 
wife (e.g., homosexual acts, adultery, and fornication) ceases to be understood 
as sinful.8 Traditional moral constraints on proper sexual activities are de facto 
left behind. Consequently, an ever more significant number of persons find 
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there to be little justification to be bound by the traditional Christian moral and 
social expectations of marriage and family life and so act in the light of their 
own particular agreements to cohabitate and perhaps to reproduce.

Once weakened, moral theology does not require that one confront the 
secular world, much less that one seek to convert that world to Christ, teach-
ing all people to follow His commands (Matthew 28:19–20).9 As Rorty sum-
marizes, with weak theology, morality is more a matter of individual choice 
or social convention. Divine commands are rejected outright.

In a “weak” conception, morality is not a matter of unconditional obligations imposed 
by a divine or quasi-divine authority but rather is something cobbled together by a 
group of people trying to adjust to their circumstances and achieve their goals by 
cooperative efforts. (Rorty, 2004, xviii)

The right, the good, and the virtuous are no longer appreciated as the proper 
provenance of God’s command, but have been reduced to the idiosyncratic 
and socially influenced choices of individual persons and historically con-
ditioned cultural norms. Various ways of grappling with sexuality, marriage, 
reproduction, and family life imply no more than diverse expressions of per-
sonally satisfying lifestyles. Having undermined knowledge of God as mere 
“mythology,” Traditional Christians, those who know that God lives and that 
He commands, are also dismissed as irrelevant (Vattimo, 2007, 41).

III. MARRIAGE: THE FAMILY AS HOUSE CHURCH

Weak theology rejects God as an all-knowing lawgiver (Caputo, 2006). 
Consequently, it is incompatible with Orthodox Christianity and cannot inform 
a truly Christian bioethics. Consider, for example, the creation of a fam-
ily through marriage. Christian marriage is a sacramental mystery; it is to be 
unique, monogamous, and holy. St. Gregory Palamas (1296–1359) summarizes: 
“If, however, you do not choose to live in virginity and have not promised God 
that you will do this, God’s law allows you to marry one woman and to live 
with her alone and to hold her in holiness as your own wife (cf. I Thess. 4:4), 
abstaining entirely from other women” (1995, 328). Marriage is the union of 
husband and wife in both companionship and reproduction. Marriage provides 
for the uniquely appropriate expression of sexual desire, and the proper union 
for the blessing and raising of children. It is not reducible to an exchange of 
promises, nor is it a contractual relationship among persons. The sacrament of 
marriage reveals God joining man and woman together into “one flesh”:

O God most pure, the Creator of every living thing, who didst transform the rib of 
our forefather Adam into a wife, because of thy love towards mankind, and didst 
bless them, and say unto them: Increase, and multiply, and have dominion over the 
earth; and didst make of the twain one flesh; for which cause a man shall leave 
his father and mother and cleave unto his wife, and the two shall be one flesh. . . . 
(Antiochian Orthodox Christian Archdiocese, 1996, 295)10
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Marriage is not merely a legal or affective partnership, but Holy Matrimony. 
It is a divine institution.

Orthodox Christianity likens marriage to the reunification of Adam and Eve 
in the man and woman, who are joined to each other. St. John Chrysostom 
(347–407) emphasizes, for example, that the drive of men and women to 
marry is rooted in God’s drawing of Eve from Adam:

For there is no relationship between man and man so close as that between man 
and wife, if they be joined together as they should be. . . . For there is a certain love 
deeply seated in our nature, which imperceptibly to ourselves knits together these 
bodies of ours. Thus even from the very beginning woman sprang from man, and 
afterwards from man and woman sprang both man and woman. Perceivest thou the 
close bond and connection? . . . For there is nothing which so welds our life together 
as the love of man and wife. (Homily XX on Ephesians, 2004, 143)

St. Ignatius of Antioch (second bishop of Antioch c.  A.D. 69)  reminds 
Christians: “It is fitting for men and women who marry to be united with 
the bishop’s consent, so that the marriage may be related to the Lord, not to 
lust. Everything is to be done in God’s honor” (1978, 118). The relationship 
between husband and wife is framed in terms of Christ’s relationship to His 
Church: a union of love and submission and life in Christ.

The marital relationship embraced rightly should aim the couple and their 
family towards God. Through the Church, the union of husband and wife is 
properly focused on the journey of husband and wife toward holiness. As St. 
John Chrysostom stresses, Christian marriage is a spiritual endeavor:

This then is marriage when it takes place according to Christ, spiritual marriage, and 
spiritual birth, not of blood, nor of travail, nor the will of the flesh. . . . Yea, a mar-
riage it is, not of passion, nor of the flesh, but wholly spiritual, the soul being united 
to God by a union unspeakable, and which He alone knoweth. Therefore he saith, 
“He that is joined unto the Lord is one spirit.” (Homily XX on Ephesians, 2004, 147)

Moreover, as he notes in his sermon on marriage, the sexual union of hus-
band and wife is blessed: “Marriage is not an evil thing. It is adultery that is 
evil, it is fornication that is evil. Marriage is a remedy to eliminate fornication” 
(Chrysostom 1986, 81). During the Orthodox Christian marriage ceremony, 
the man and woman do not exchange vows; instead, crowns are placed on 
their heads signifying that they are crowned as martyrs to each other and to 
Christ. Aleksei Khomiakov (1804–1960) summarizes:

The Holy Church teaches that God’s grace, which blesses the succession of genera-
tions in the temporal existence of the human race and the holy union of husband 
and wife for the formation of a family, is a mysterious gift, which places upon its 
recipients the lofty obligation of mutual love and spiritual holiness, through which 
the sinful and material is clothed in righteousness and purity. (1998a, 43)

Although the goods of Christian marriage are not simply this-worldly, the 
Orthodox priest certainly asks God to bless the couple with a joyful, healthy, 
fruitful, and lengthy marriage:
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. . . Grant them fair children, and concord of soul and body; exalt them like the 
cedars of Lebanon, like a luxuriant vine, that having sufficiency in all things they may 
abound in every work that is good and acceptable unto thee. And let them behold 
their children’s children round about their table, like a newly-planted olive orchard, 
that, obtaining favor in thy sight, they may shine like the stars of heaven, in thee, our 
Lord and God. . . . (Antiochian Orthodox Christian Archdiocese, 1997, 173–174)

This is a deeply sacramental relationship forged with recognition of the 
headship of the husband and properly oriented towards God. The mar-
riage ritual reminds the couple that they are to be a “small church;” that is, 
they are “to establish within the family truly Christian relationships, to raise 
children in faith and life according to the Gospel, to be an example of piety 
for those around one . . . .” (Pomazanski, 1994, 302). Christian marriage pro-
vides mutual love and support, creating a family oriented in Christian life 
toward God.

Resituated within a weakened theology, however, married life and the 
creation of a family cease to have canonical significance. This ecumenical 
attitude requires openness to self-pleasing lifestyles and sexual preferences. 
Vattimo writes: “While this is a liberating message, it is also a discomfort-
ing one, in the sense that it suggests, in relation to love, that everything 
else associated with the tradition and truth of Christianity is dispensable 
and may rightfully be called mythology” (Vattimo, 2007, 41). Here, concerns 
with “truth,” as God knows it to be, are irrelevant; instead, one seeks love, 
solidarity, and social justice (Vattimo and Girard, 2010, 51). Lutheran scholar 
Jillian Cox argues, for example, that the morality of homosexual acts should 
be rethought in terms of “. . . a contemporary notion of committed, egalitar-
ian, lesbian and gay relationships” (2013, 369). Cox asserts: “Queer theolo-
gies expose the fact that much Christian theology has been based upon the 
assumption of a particular kind of love and sexual expression as universally 
normative. . .” (2013, 370). Frank Bruni of the New York Times concludes 
more aggressively: “. . . church leaders must be made ‘to take homosexuality 
off the sin list’” (2015, SR3, my emphasis). Homosexual acts, such advocates 
conclude, should not be understood as sinful and Christianity ought to bless 
homosexual marriage. Cox urges Christians to embrace “an understanding of 
sin that recognizes individual agency and exposes homophobic ideologies 
as sinful” (Cox, 2013, 369).11 To emphasize, the traditional Christian moral 
condemnation of sex outside of the marriage of man and woman has been 
historically contextualized, judged to be prejudice from an unenlightened 
time, and turned on its head. For such post-modern “Christians,” the “sinners” 
are those who refuse to affirm the virtue of sex outside of the monogamous 
union of husband and wife.

Individuals are advised to follow the guidance of their own conscience.12 
“Rather than understanding homosexuality as a matter of ‘sin,’ the churches 
of the Anglican Communion would be better served by considering it as 
a matter of ‘conscience’” (Reinhard, 2012, 425). The language of “sin,” it is 
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argued, is unhelpful for reaching consensus within the community between 
progressives who accept homosexual marriage and traditionalists who reject 
it. “While ‘sin’ might be a conceptually and theologically coherent category 
through which to understand each of these arguments on its own terms, 
using the rhetoric of ‘sin’ make the ‘positions’ unnecessarily oppositional” 
(Reinhard, 2012, 423). Pope Francis appears to conclude similarly regarding 
the authority of one's conscience: “Non-Christians, by God’s gracious initia-
tive, when they are faithful to their own consciences, can live ‘justified by 
the grace of God,’ and thus be associated to the paschal mystery of Jesus 
Christ” (Francis, 2013, 189, #254). No reference is made to an appropriately 
objective standard through which to judge the propriety of one’s choices, or 
of the serious need to repent for having followed one’s conscience to evil 
ends. Indeed, no mention is made of the fact that much of the “good” of 
which secular morality approves and utilizes to guide individual conscien-
tious choice, traditional Christianity knows to be deeply sinful.13

Having historically and culturally contextualized moral theology, progres-
sives are able to dismiss the clear force of St. Paul’s comments in Romans 
1:26–27:

For this reason God gave them up to vile passions. For even their women exchanged 
the natural use for what is against nature. Likewise also the men, leaving the natural use 
of the women, burned in their lust for one another, men with men committing what is 
shameful, and receiving in themselves the penalty of their error which was due.

St. Paul’s condemnation is appreciated as asserting no more than the preju-
dices of his particular historical time and place. Coherence with God’s com-
mands has ceased to function as the epistemological gold standard for truth 
and Christian concerns regarding sexual morality and marriage have been re-
framed as matters of personal preference and individual conscience. Where St. 
Isaac the Syrian urges us to recognize that sin enslaves us to our passions,14 and 
Aleksei Khomiakov reminds us that without repentance, sin inherently sepa-
rates us from God (it is “the egoism of the creature who prefers himself to God” 
[1998b, 119]),15 for post-modern “Christianity,” “sin” is but a rhetorical device.

For much of contemporary Western society, marriage itself has come to be 
appreciated as a social and contractual relationship among consenting per-
sons, who are also bonded by love and affection. Marriage has become a legal 
arrangement regarding the rights and duties of community living, common 
property, raising children, inheritance rights, and so forth. Here, the goods of 
marriage are considered apart from their proper religious and spiritual context 
and are regarded only through a deflated ritual that gives legal status to the 
immanent goods of this world. Marriages within this context may be appreci-
ated only in terms of views of romantic love and sexual attraction, or even the 
advancement of social agendas.16 In such terms, a wide variety of “family types,” 
including homosexual unions, nonmarital cohabitation, single parents, group 
living arrangements with open sexual practices, and so forth, are each equally 
affirmed as permissible, perhaps even good, provided that it is consensual.
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Such living arrangements, however self-pleasing, are but a one-sided and 
incomplete shadow of the proper Christian union of husband and wife.

The Holy Church teaches that God’s grace, which blesses the succession of genera-
tions in the temporal existence of the human race and the holy union of husband 
and wife for the formation of a family, is a mysterious gift, which places upon its 
recipients the lofty obligation of mutual love and spiritual holiness, through which 
the sinful and material is clothed in righteousness and purity. . . . The Holy Church, 
however, through its ordained ministers, recognizes and blesses the union of hus-
band and wife, which is blessed by God. For this reason marriage is not a ritual, but 
a true sacrament. For it is perfected only within the Holy Church, for only in her is 
anything holy accomplished in full. (Khomiakov, 1988a, 43)

Without proper orientation towards God, marriage can no longer be fully 
appreciated as Holy Matrimony. This theological weakening and even secu-
larization of marriage represent an immanent displacement of the transcend-
ent: Holy Matrimony has been recast as a civic or legal arrangement aimed at 
goods in this world, rather than a spiritual unity aimed at salvation. Without 
God, marriage and family-life has become just another tool of a hedonistic 
and consumerist culture.

IV. “RESPONSIBLE PARENTING”

As a part of family life, Christians are also called to procreate and to raise 
godly children: “Hear this, ye fathers bring up your children up with great 
care ‘in the nurture and admonition of the Lord.’ (Eph vi.) . . . Let us bestow 
great care upon them, and do everything that the Evil One may not rob us of 
them” (St. John Chrysostom, 1994, Homily IX on 1 Timothy ii, 11–5, 436–7). 
There has been, however, a large-scale abandonment of the religious view 
that parents are called to reproduce and trust in God for their protection.17 
Individuals are becoming increasingly isolated from the rich social connec-
tions of family life.18 The taken-for-granted cultural mores and moral expec-
tations of social life have changed. For example, adults have become much 
less likely to marry than in past decades. This does not mean that adults are 
choosing to forgo sex or to remain chaste outside of the marriage of husband 
and wife. Rather, such demographic shifts are associated with important 
changes in underlying taken-for-granted norms of sexual morality. Adults are 
much more likely than in the past to live unmarried with a sexual partner, or 
to live as a sexually active single even without a live-in partner.19

The demographic shift is towards living together with a sexual partner with-
out marriage. In the United States between 1960 and 2010, unmarried cohabita-
tion, couples who are sexual partners living together but unmarried, increased 
by greater than a factor of 17 (Wilcox and Marquardt, 2011, 75). In 2010, there 
were approximately 7.5 million cohabiting couples of the opposite sex in the 
United States, compared with less than half a million (0.439) in 1960 (Wilcox 
and Marquardt, 2011, 77, fig. 8; see also US Census Bureau, 2010, table UC3). 
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Some studies estimate that approximately 25 percent of unmarried women 
between the ages of 25 and 29 are living with a sexual partner, and “an addi-
tional quarter have lived with a partner at some time in the past” (Wilcox and 
Marquardt, 2011, 75). Indeed, “[m]ore than 60 percent of first marriages are now 
preceded by living together” (75) and greater than 40 percent of US households 
with a cohabitating unmarried couple contain children (76). In Europe, the 
demographic picture reveals even more dramatic shifts away from traditional 
marriage and family life, towards either nonmarried cohabitation or permanent 
single status (Popenoe, 2007, 8). The implications for out-of-wedlock births 
is significant. In 2011, 40.7 percent of all births in the United States were to 
unmarried women (Hamilton, Martin, and Ventura, 2012, Table 1), as compared 
with only 5.3 percent in 1960 (Ventura and Bachrach, 2000, Table 1).

When many persons finally decide to marry and produce children, impor-
tant other interests often interfere. Given commitments to financial success 
and security in their careers, and thus to the security of their relatively afflu-
ent lifestyles, there is a strong motive for keeping both spouses employed. 
Perceptions of financial security, especially in view of old age and the insta-
bility of marital unions, similarly encourage both husband and wife to pur-
sue careers independent of the family. In addition, unless they are strongly 
and traditionally religious, most couples are statistically willing at most to 
have only one or perhaps two children (see Longman, 2004). When couples 
finally are ready for their child, there is real pressure to ensure that their off-
spring be free from any significant mental or physical disabilities. A disabled 
child, after all, would impact on career and financial goals, while also being 
discordant with a cultural ethos that accents autonomous control over one’s 
destiny and perfection in what one accomplishes.

The result is that many men and women have adopted a reproductive 
ethos of “responsible parenting” (i.e., an ethos that holds that a responsible 
parent ought to engage in abortion to choose when or if to have children, 
as well as prenatal diagnosis and selective killing in utero of children with a 
likelihood of significant disabilities).

Prenatal screening using non-invasive methods (e.g., ultrasound scanning, maternal 
serum screening) and genetic testing following invasive methods for obtaining fetal 
material (amniocentesis, chorionic villus sampling or fetal biopsy) to detect genetic 
conditions or fetal anomalies have become routine elements of reproductive medical 
care. They are framed as normative reproductive health practices allowing parents 
to avoid the birth of an affected child through “therapeutic abortion,” or to prepare 
for the child’s birth. (Kelly, 2009, 81)

Researches at the University of California, San Francisco document that

At least 3% of pregnancies are affected by either a genetic or structural fetal anomaly 
and prenatal screening for anomalies is a routine part of prenatal care. Most women 
diagnosed with a fetal anomaly choose to terminate the pregnancy, with proportions 
ranging from 47% to 90%. (Kerns, Swanson, Pena, et al., 2012, 63)
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As Jesudason and Epstein summarize: “. . . reproductive rights proponents 
can portray disability as a tragic state that justifies abortion – even for wanted 
pregnancies” (2011, 541). Couples who attempt to conceive later in life more 
frequently find themselves in need of assisted reproductive technology in 
order to conceive. Many couples who have difficulty conceiving choose in 
vitro fertilization with preimplantation genetic diagnosis and embryo wastage, 
as well as selective abortion following successful embryo implantation and 
further genetic testing, to avoid giving birth to a disabled child.20 Abortion 
has been embraced as a matter of conscientious and responsible parenting.21

The desire to give birth to a perfect and healthy child has also pushed the 
boundaries of reproductive technology. For example, a team of researchers at 
Oregon Health and Science University in Beaverton created human embryos 
in which they substituted the original mitochondria DNA with a donor’s. 
Their goal was to generate human babies that avoid mitochondrial defects, 
which are implicated in such diseases as carnitine deficiency, multiple scle-
rosis, and Parkinson’s disease (Tachibana, Amato, Sparman, et al., 2013). As 
David Cyranoski reports, the researchers “. . . removed the nucleus from an 
unfertilized egg, leaving behind all of that cell’s mitochondria, and injected 
it into another unfertilized egg that had had its nucleus removed. They then 
fertilized the egg in vitro” (2012; see also Tavare, 2012; Baylis, 2013; Kouros, 
2013). The practical result is to create a child with three parents, two mothers 
and a father: the mother who provides the ovum, the mother who provides 
the donor mitochondria, and the father who provides the sperm.22

Third-party-assisted reproduction is necessary for homosexual and lesbian 
couples and single women who want to reproduce.23 Indeed, access to repro-
ductive services has been deemed central to civil rights and moral equality. The 
Ethics Committee of the American Society for Reproductive Technology affirms:

As a matter of ethics, this Committee believes that the ethical duty to treat persons 
with equal respect requires that fertility programs treat single persons and gay and 
lesbian couples equally to heterosexual married couples in determining which ser-
vices to provide. (2013, 1526)

Failure to provide such services to homosexual couples and single women 
is perceived as unjust discrimination. The American College of Obstetricians 
and Gynecologists asserted, for example:

Allowing physicians to discriminate on the basis of sexual orientation would consti-
tute a deeper insult, namely reinforcing the scientifically unfounded idea that fitness 
to parent is based on sexual orientation, and, thus, reinforcing the oppressed status 
of same-sex couples. (2007; reaffirmed 2013)

Civil rights law and court decisions specifically crafted to curtail the freedom 
to practice medicine as a Christian have followed.24

Surrogate motherhood has also become socially acceptable. Couples are 
paying women to gestate and give birth to children on their behalf. Surrogate 
motherhood arrangements include contracts to be impregnated with the 
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husbands’ sperm, gestational surrogacy, in which the husband and wife create 
a zygote with their own sperm and ovum and hire a surrogate mother to carry 
the child to term, as well as arrangements involving all donor gametes, or 
donated embryos, donor sperm and donor ova, and so forth. Other examples 
include surrogates who contract to carry a child for a homosexual couple. 
Indeed, specialty clinics have been established to assist homosexual men to 
become parents.25 The surrogate may have been impregnated with the sperm 
of one of the men, or act as a gestational surrogate if the homosexual couple 
has purchased an ovum for use. The purchase of gestational services for the 
delivery of a healthy baby willfully sets aside the bonds of husband and wife 
in order to reproduce in accordance with one’s own particular moral values.

The results have been, at times, chaotic. For example, in a British case, a 
surrogate mother gave birth to twins, one of whom was disabled. The child 
had a muscular condition called Congenital Myotonic Dystrophy. Although 
the surrogate mother had reportedly been paid some £12,000 pounds to ges-
tate and bear the children, the intended “mother” reportedly only took pos-
session of the healthy boy, refusing to accept the disabled twin sister (Perry, 
2014). In a similar case, an Australian couple reportedly paid $15,000 to a 
woman in Thailand to be a surrogate mother. At four months, the surrogate 
mother reported to the couple that the child had been diagnosed with Down’s 
syndrome. The couple demanded that she have an abortion; but the surrogate 
mother refused. According to media reports, after she gave birth to twins, the 
Australian couple took the healthy girl baby but refused the boy with Down’s 
syndrome, leaving the surrogate mother to raise the baby (The Guardian, 
2014). Surrogate mothers are but hired laborers. For example, in yet another 
case, the parents were asked if they wished to meet the surrogate mother of 
their children. The couple reportedly responded: “She’s doing a job for us, 
how often do you communicate with your builder or your gardener?” “She’ll 
get paid . . . we don’t need to see her. As long as she’s healthy and delivers 
my babies healthily, she’s done a job for us” (Taneja, 2013). In another British 
case, a homosexual couple found three different women to have babies for 
them. Two of the children are the biological children of one of the men, the 
other is the biological child of the other male partner (Press People, 2014). 
The internet-based selection process for sperm and ova donors, as well as for 
surrogate mothers, has become much like shopping for any other commercial 
item.26 Children have become another accoutrement of modern life.27

Lost in this cacophony of medical technological choices is the Christian rec-
ognition that the union of husband and wife is the uniquely appropriate locus 
for reproduction,28 and that involvement of a third party in the reproductive 
relationship of husband and wife is a form of adultery. For example, when the 
surrogate is impregnated with the husband’s sperm, he has engaged in repro-
ductive adultery. If the married couple contracts for a gestational surrogate, 
they have separated motherhood from marriage. As Engelhardt summarizes, 
“The wife of the father of the child should be the mother of their child in the 
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full sense. She should nurture their child in her womb. Motherhood may not 
be exported from the marriage. A woman may not be involved in mother-
hood who is not the wife of the man whose child she is carrying” (2000, 256).

Still, to enter into pregnancy outside of marriage is to set aside the bond of husband 
and wife, the union of Adam and Eve, which is the sole appropriate locus for human 
reproduction. By becoming a gestational mother, even for the best of motives, one 
willfully reproduces outside of the union of husband and wife. (Engelhardt, 2000, 257)

Even women who, with perhaps very good intentions, adopt the embryos 
left over from the use of in vitro fertilization (see, e.g., Frith and Blyth, 2013) 
wrongly breach that essential biological union of husband and wife. Christians 
are commanded not to kill; we are not always obliged to save. The union of 
husband and wife as one flesh has significant biological implications.

V. CONCLUSION: THE ORTHODOX CHRISTIAN FAMILY

Vattimo recognizes that without God, there is no in-principle standpoint 
from which to provide a unique account of being or of the morality that 
such a perspective would secure. If one is cut off from God and His perfect 
knowledge of reality, one is also cut off from being-in-itself. Without God, 
all that one can know with certainty is the experiential phenomenologi-
cal world. However, even the phenomenological world is fragmented into 
numerous, diverse phenomenologically experienced life-worlds, as well as 
personal accounts of reality, each of which is necessarily socially, culturally, 
and historically conditioned. One is left without a definitive way to choose 
among potentially radically divergent accounts of reality. Cut off from God, 
one is left floating between reality (being-in-itself) and the living subjective 
phenomenological experience of that reality (being-for-me). As a result, we 
encounter numerous moral points of view, worldviews, moral narratives, 
incommensurable theories, and normative accounts, claims to justice, virtue, 
and human good, each of which is socio-historically conditioned, all with-
out access to a unique, canonical standard on the basis of which to choose 
among the various possibilities. Where the mark of a Christian moral under-
standing is a discourse regarding one’s obligations to God, including com-
mands regarding duties to one’s spouse, children, and other family members, 
the mark of weak theology is the attempt to secure a discourse of solidarity 
and social justice: a project that has failed (Engelhardt, 1996, 2000).

Here, there is revealed a deep cleft in the proper creation of the family 
between the traditionally religious (e.g., marriage as the union of one man 
and one woman in Holy Matrimony) and the general secular (marriage as a 
living arrangement among consenting persons, regardless of gender, biologi-
cal relationship, or, potentially, number of partners). The content, context, and 
meanings are so different that use of the same term, ‘marriage,’ to describe 
the underlying relationships is misleading. Unable to recognize the intrinsic  
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sinfulness of sex outside of the monogamous marriage of man and woman, 
post-modern forms of “Christianity” accept the secular presumption in favor 
of sexual freedom, that sexual relationships are to be based on the individual 
pursuit of pleasure and self-satisfaction, separated from biological norms of 
reproduction.29 Further encouraged by the removal of any real stigma for 
divorce and remarriage, cohabitation, or procreation without marriage, the 
make-up of families can, and frequently does, change according to individ-
ual preferences. Such nontraditional accounts of the family do not assume 
that parents ideally are married, share the same long-term goals, religion or 
lifestyle, or are of different sexes.

Weak theology cannot appreciate that “The fundamental purpose of the 
institution of marriage is the companionship of man and woman in the 
mutual pursuit of salvation (i.e., ‘it is not good that the man should be alone,’ 
[Gen 2:18])” (Engelhardt, 2000, 235). Once one has abandoned the traditional 
Christian experience of God and knowledge of His commands in search 
of solidarity, inclusiveness, and social justice, the family can be appreci-
ated only as a social construction; each instance is then guided by its own 
particular ethos, account of the good life or moral virtue, and social goals. 
As illustrated, many feminists, homosexual activists, and other defenders of 
post-traditional social structures support a social-constructivist account of 
the family, appreciating it as liberating the family from biological constraints 
and the confines of traditional Christian mores.30 Without God, to utilize John 
Stuart Mill’s particular idiom: each family becomes its own particular “experi-
ment in living” (1975, 70).31 It is a Babel. Christians, however, know that all 
concerns to procreate and raise children must be set within the pursuit of 
the kingdom of God. All elements of child-rearing, from their conception 
through sexual intercourse, through raising them into adolescence and adult-
hood, must be placed within the loving relationship of husband and wife 
and their love of God.

NOTES

 1. “Man is the measure of all things, of those that are that they are, of those that are not that they 
are not.” Quoted in Zeller, 1980, 81.
 2. For example, in the 2014 opening episode of Dr. Who, a long-running popular BBC television 
series for children, viewers were presented with a “married” lesbian couple, made up of a human female 
and a humanoid lizard female. The writers were keen to have the lesbian characters lecture viewers 
on the virtues of same-sex, different-species marriage, and the viciousness of those who would dare to 
appreciate such a lizard/human lesbian (bestial?) sexual liaison sinful. After all, if the family is simply a 
social construction, what could be wrong with such an idiosyncratic expression?
 3. This is the force of Nietzsche’s diagnosis that “God is dead:” “The most important of more recent 
events – that “God is dead,” that the belief in the Christian God has become unworthy of belief – already 
begins to cast its first shadows over Europe. . . .not to speak of many who already knew what had really 
taken place, and what must all collapse now that this belief had been undermined, – because so much 
was built upon it, so much rested on it, and had become one with it: for example, our entire European 
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morality. This lengthy, vast and uninterrupted process of crumbling, destruction, ruin and overthrow 
which is now imminent. . . .” (1910, 275).
 4. Consider also Pope Francis’s weak theology as developed in Evangelii Gaudium, in which he 
moves quickly from not quite condemning abortion (“It is not ‘progressive’ to try to resolve problems 
by eliminating a human life.”) to shifting responsibility away from women who choose abortion (“. . . it 
is also true that we have done little to adequately accompany women in very difficult situations, where 
abortion appears as a quick solution to their profound anguish, especially when the life developing 
within them is the result of rape or a situation of extreme poverty”) (Francis, 2013, 166, #214).
 5. John Caputo’s deconstruction of the very possibility of truth is similar. As Christopher Simpson 
summarizes: “Radical hermeneutics as a thinking about reality after metaphysics, a metaphysics with-
out metaphysics, moves in the opposite direction from metaphysics—from an abstract escape from the 
vagaries of existence to an interested involvement in the living of life. As such, radical hermeneutics as 
an awareness of the difficulty of life leads one from metaphysics (as thinking about reality) to ethics (as 
regarding how one is to relate to others)—from ‘what’ to ‘how’ . . . . This much is evident in the strong 
conclusions of Caputo’s radical hermeneutics. The first conclusion is the denial of the possibility (and/
or propriety) of any robust knowledge of reality (or metaphysics) because such is a mask for absolute 
knowledge of reality—that the only acceptable ‘metaphysics’ is one that recognizes that we do not (and 
cannot) know who we are or what is going on or what is true—in short, ‘without metaphysics.’ The sec-
ond conclusion is the denial of the importance of such a robust knowledge (metaphysics) for life— that 
metaphysics stands in a position of fundamental opposition to our living of life as it truly is, in all of its 
ambiguity and difficulty, and we can and should (and ultimately cannot but) make our ways without it” 
(Simpson, 2009, 12).
 6. It is a movement driven to uproot and radically change Christianity. “Christian theology continues 
to be transformed. Recently, a shift in theological paradigm has occurred through the growth of libera-
tion theologies. This paradigm shift in theology that all liberation theologies have wrought characterizes 
the lifeblood of change in theology. Feminist, womanist, mujerista, Latina, Asian, Native American and 
queer theologies are all forms of liberation theology, among which we also find Latin American and black 
liberation theologies. Although every form of liberation theology is different in its specific characteristics, 
a central feature of each is its press for liberation from all forms of oppression, given the grace-filled 
message of the gospel” (Streufert, 2010, 3). Deep metaphysical truths are undermined and deflated into 
politically correct, left-leaning, political messages, and ethical positions.
 7. St. Paul covers both the intrinsic sinfulness of the act as well as the importance of repentance: 
“Do you not know that the unrighteous will not inherit the kingdom of God? Do not be deceived. Neither 
fornicators, nor idolaters, nor adulterers, nor homosexuals, nor sodomites, nor thieves, nor covetous, nor 
drunkards, nor revilers, nor extortioners will inherit the kingdom of God. And such were some of you. 
But you were washed, but you were sanctified, but you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus and 
by the Spirit of our God” (I Corinthians 6:9–11).
 8. See, for example, Kathryn Reinhard (2012), who argues that homosexual acts, homosexual mar-
riage, and the potential holiness of such lifestyles ought to be evaluated through one’s conscience.
 9. Consider the Gospel of Matthew (28:19–20) in which Christians are commanded to convert 
the world: “Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations, baptizing them in the name of the 
Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all things that I have com-
manded you.”
 10. Christ speaks directly to this point regarding marriage: “And He answered and said to then, ‘Ye 
read, did ye not, that the One Who made them from the beginning “made them male and female,” and 
said, “On account of this a man shall leave father and mother, and shall cleave to his wife, and the two 
shall be one flesh”? Therefore they are no longer two, but one flesh’” (Matt 19:4–6).
 11. As Lowe argues: “. . . queer biblical scholars have shown how negative cultural stereotypes about 
same-sex relations have been preached as God’s infallible word. Informed by Romans 1:28, homoerotic 
attraction is viewed as the result of a person’s failure to acknowledge God, and as a consequence, God 
gives the individual over to ‘degrading passions’” (Lowe, 2010, 73).
 12. Moreover, such a weakened theology has no difficulty permitting the justification of contradictory 
positions, provided that no one take their own position too seriously: advocates for and against homo-
sexual marriage may each hold their position as a matter of personal conscience, where conscience “. . .  
is an entirely human element, subject to sin, and decidedly fallible” (Reinhard, 2012, 424).
 13. Mary Lowe argues, for example, that traditional Christian moral positions on sexuality must be 
overthrown: “Another problem is that sexual sins are said to pollute and defile the body in a way that 
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other sins do not. Paul wrote, ‘Every sin that a person commits is outside the body, but the fornicator sins 
against the body itself’ (1 Cor 6:18). When reflecting on Romans 1, Luther also claimed that certain sexual 
sins lead to physical pollution: “Those who do not acknowledge God . . . should be catapulted into the 
lowest and the worst uncleanliness, that they have not only an unclean heart . . . but also an unclean 
body.” Anything outside of heterosexual relations in marriage, Luther thought, led to an unclean heart, 
which led to an unclean body. All of these accusations of sin create emotional hardship and physical 
danger for LGBTQI persons” (2010, 74).
 14. “The man who loves the origins of the passions is an involuntary bondsman, and against his 
will he is enslaved to the passions. He who hates his sins will cease to sin, and he who confesses them 
will receive forgiveness. It is impossible for a man to forsake the habit of sin if he does not first acquire a 
hatred of sin; and it is impossible to receive forgiveness before a confession of iniquities. With the latter, 
[that is confession,] there is real abasement; and with the former, [that is, hatred of sin,] there is remorse 
arising from shame that cleaves to the heart” (Issac the Syrian, 2011, Homily 32, 277).
 15. “But Christ is not only the justice of the Eternal Father. He is also the Father’s infinite love. He is 
not only the condemnation of sin but also the only possible salvation of the sinner. God’s nature cannot 
accept sin because sin is inherently the voluntary separation from God; it is the egoism of the creature 
who prefers himself to God” (Khomiakov, 1998b, 119).
 16. It is worth noting that political work to legalize homosexual marriage does not usually regard 
“rights to marry” per se, but rather rights politically to coerce. Insofar as sex acts between consenting 
adults are not outlawed, there is no reason why any two (or indeed two or more) persons are pro-
hibited from cohabiting, engaging in sexual relations, and calling themselves “married.” The point of 
state-based legally recognized marriage rights is to create a legal structure designed to coerce others 
into recognizing and supporting such living arrangements. Such legal coercion is impermissible. It is 
unclear on what legitimate moral grounds any particular religion could be permissibly coerced to bless 
homosexual marriages, affirm the goodness of such unions, or otherwise support and acknowledge 
nontraditional marriages.
 17. Among Protestants in the United States, the more conservative Protestant religious groups have 
grown in both absolute numbers and as a percentage of the Protestant total population over the last 
60 years. In large measure, this shift has been due to differential reproduction. Michael Hout, Andrew 
Greeley, and Melissa Wilde demonstrate that “. . . an advantage in the rate of natural increase—a com-
bination of higher birth rates and earlier childbearing among conservative women—explains over three-
fourths of the observed change in Protestants’ denominational affiliations for cohorts born between 1900 
and 1970” (Hout, Greeley, and Wilde, 2001, 470).
 18. “Current evidence also indicates that the quantity and/or quality of social relationships in 
industrialized societies are decreasing. For instance, trends reveal reduced intergenerational living, 
greater social mobility, delayed marriage, dual-career families, increased single-residence house-
holds, and increased age-related disabilities. More specifically, over the last 2 decades there has been 
a three-fold increase in the number of Americans who report having no confidant—now the modal 
response. Such findings suggest that despite increases in technology and globalization that would 
presumably foster social connections, people are becoming increasingly more socially isolated” 
(Holt-Lunstad, Smith, and Layton, 2010, 2; see also Putnam, 2000 and McPherson and Smith-Lovin, 
2006).
 19. The prevalence of sexually transmitted disease has also increased. Roughly, 16 percent of 
Americans between the ages of 14 and 49, for example, are infected with genital herpes, one of the most 
common sexually transmitted diseases. The infection rates are worst for African-American women (about 
48 percent) and African-Americans generally (about 39 percent). See Allen, 2010. The World Health 
Organization issued an alert in June 2012 expressing their concerns of new forms of antibiotic resistant 
gonorrhea (see Medical News Today, 2012).
 20. “Following in vitro fertilization (IVF), which is now commonly employed in the context of 
assisted reproduction, a blastomere (cell) of an embryo is biopsied—typically at the six- to eight-cell 
stage, sometimes later—and genetically analyzed. Since IVF can be used to generate several embryos 
simultaneously, genetic analysis enables prospective parents to select against embryos with identified 
genetic defects and for embryos that are free of these defects. At the time of this writing, geneticists have 
identified more than 2,000 disease-related gene mutations for which tests are clinically available. Among 
the many examples are mutations for cystic fibrosis, Turner syndrome, Alzheimer’s disease, X-lined men-
tal retardation, hemophilia, and Lesch-Nyhan syndrome” (DeGrazia, 2012, 97).
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 21. By way of comparison, recent statements from the Russian Orthodox Church make clear the 
traditional Christian prohibition of abortion:

“The Church sees the wide-spread justification of abortion in contemporary society as a threat to the 
future of humanity and a clear sign of its moral degradation. To claim to be faithful to the biblical and 
patristic teaching that human life is sacred and precious from its conception, and at the same time to 
recognize women’s ‘free choice’ in disposing of the fate of the fetus, are clearly incompatible. In addi-
tion, abortion presents a serious threat to the physical and spiritual health of a mother.” (2000, 48)

Real repentance for sin is required: “Without rejecting the women who have had an abortion, the 
Church calls upon them to repent and to overcome the destructive consequences of their sin through 
prayer and penance, followed by participation in the saving Sacraments” (2000, 49). Others who partici-
pate in the abortion are also guilty of serious sin: “Responsibility for the sin of the murder of the unborn 
child should be borne, along with the mother, by the father also, if he gave his consent to the abortion... 
Sin also lies with the doctor who performed the abortion” (2000, 49).
 22. “But all of the mitochondria in a human body are descended from those in the egg from which 
it grew. The sperm contributes none. And it is that fact which has allowed doctors to conceived of the 
idea of people with two mothers: one providing the nuclear DNA and one the mitochondrial sort” (Gene 
therapy: Hello mothers, hello father, 2012, 79).
 23. For detailed descriptions of the various reproductive technologies, including fertility drugs, 
intrauterine insemination, egg donation, gamete intrafallopian transfer, in vitro fertilization, zygote intra-
fallopian transfer, surrogate motherhood, genetic surrogacy, gestational surrogacy, prenatal genetic test-
ing, intracytoplasmic sperm injection, cloning, somatic cell nuclear transfer, and fetal egg donation see 
Rae, 2003; for a traditional Christian analysis of many such techniques see Engelhardt, 2000, especially 
chapter 5.
 24. Consider, for example, the 2008 California Supreme Court case North Coast Women’s Care Group 
v. Benitez, 44 Cal. 4th 1145 (2008), ruling that the refusal to provide assisted reproductive medicine to a 
lesbian couple based on the physician’s religious views violated state law.
 25. See www.nwsurrogacycenter.com. Prospective homosexual fathers can even browse through 
their list of currently available surrogates, download sample expenses, and contractual details. Shopping 
for a surrogate to provide one with a child has never been easier; it is much like shopping for an 
automobile.
 26. “I chose my son by clicking and unclicking a series of boxes, not unlike online dating. Some 
days, I’d scroll through all of the redheads. Other days, all of the Jude Law look-alikes. Most of the donors 
seemed to be some combination of rock star and rocket scientist; they were ‘handsome’ and ‘witty’ and 
‘engaging.’ There was no easy way for me to choose from so many flawless (but relatively indistinguish-
able) men, particularly when this choice would have such a profound impact on both my life and my 
child’s. So I kept browsing around, spending Friday nights curled up with the top 1 percent of the male 
population” (Bovasso, 2015).
 27. There have even been engaging legal fights over what are very similar to ownership rights: “A 
California couple wanted a child. The husband was sterile. His wife was doubly sterile—she could nei-
ther produce a fertile egg nor bring a fetus to term. They contracted with a sperm donor, an egg donor, 
and a gestational mother. The donated egg was impregnated with the donated sperm and implanted in 
the rented womb. Then, before the baby was born, their marriage broke up, leaving the courts with a 
puzzle: What person or persons had the legal rights and obligations of parenthood? . . . The court that 
finally decided the issue held that the parents were the couple who had set the train of events in motion, 
intending at that time to rear the child as their own. They thus substituted for a biological definition that 
had become technologically obsolete a social definition—motherhood by neither egg nor womb but by 
intention” (Friedman, 2008, 21). Friedman is citing John A.B. v. Luanne H.B. (72 Cal. Rptr. 2D 280 (Ct. 
App. 1998)). See also Christiansen (2014), who describes two cases of surrogacy in which courts had to 
step in to determine “motherhood.” As he notes, the Roman dictum “mater semper certa est” (the mother 
is always certain) is being undermined by technology and law.
 28. “Traditional Christianity understands the union of husband and wife as the uniquely appropriate 
locus for (1) the realization of sexual companionship and (2) reproduction, as well as for (3) the satis-
faction of sexual desires. Because of this uniqueness, it can be concluded that it is forbidden to make 
other persons partners in reproduction. One may not allow third parties to enter reproductively into the 
union of husband and wife. So, for example, the use of artificial insemination by a donor or the use of 
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donor ova is adulterous in this very important sense: a third party would be brought into the unique and 
sacred reproductive intimacy of husband and wife, which no one should separate. The person providing 
the gametes to a married couple would have become the biological father or mother of a child of that 
marriage. Because marriage, when complete, is a union in one flesh, such biological issues have real 
significance” (Engelhardt, 2000, 251–2).
 29. The development of reliable artificial means of birth control, for example, especially the contra-
ceptive pill, meant that women could have sex where, when, and with whom they wished, without fear 
of pregnancy. Many commentators have noted, for example, the centrality of reliable artificial means of 
birth control, especially the contraceptive pill, for the sexual revolution of the 1960s and 1970s. See, for 
example, Allyn, 2001.
 30. For example, in “Against heterosexuality,” Michael Hannon contends that sexual orientation is an 
artificial category that ought to be deconstructed: “Johnathan Ned Katz, a historian of sexuality on the radi-
cal left who has previously taught at both Yale and New York University, nicely captures the contemporary 
queer-theory consensus in The Invention of Heterosexuality, where he explains, ‘I speak of heterosexuality’s 
historical invention to contest head-on our usual assumption of an eternal heterosexuality, to suggest the 
unstable, relative, and historical status of an idea and a sexuality we usually assume were carved long ago 
in stone.’ As he goes on to argue, ‘Contrary to today’s bio-belief, the heterosexual/homosexual binary is not 
in nature, but is socially constructed, therefore deconstructable.’ . . . The newer heteronormative system . . 
. cannot account for the wickedness of same-sex sodomy by reference to anything but a conditional and 
unprincipled gag reflex, and one which, left unjustified, has weakened considerably over time” (2014, 29).
 31. John Stuart Mill argued in On Liberty: “As it is useful that while mankind are imperfect there 
should be different opinions, so is it that there should be different experiments of living, that free scope 
should be given to varieties of character, short of injury to others; and that the worth of different modes 
of life should proved practically, when any one thinks fit to try them” (1975, 70).
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