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Introduction

I must see my beloved as having an ultimate destiny that has a wider reach that her relationship
with me. I must try and see her for who she is, quite apart from those aspects of her that attract
me, and quite apart from the romanticized composite image I have of her as the answer to all my
needs and lacks. I have to be sure, in other words, that when I surrender myself to her, [ am not
really just handing myself over to a projection of myself to a rescuer whose job it is to make
everything all right in my life.

Episcopal Bishop of Ohio Thomas Breidenthal and author of Sacred Unions’
[Millennials] don't believe in love. It is a much more selfish generation.

Respondent Javier about the salience of love and intimacy for Millennials®

PROBLEMS OVERVIEW

Social and practical problems

Intimate, romantic adult relationships today are marked by ever greater struggles in work-
life balance and gender equity in an increasingly commodified, fast-paced world. While intimate
romantic relationships have always had their challenges, cultural and religious mores have at best
fallen behind in providing wisdom and practical support that can respond to contemporary
economic and technological pressures. Today, as people live longer and have access to effective
birth control and no-fault divorce, they are much more likely to live a majority of their lives as
non-married people.* Yet culturally and theologically, the primary paradigm for relationship
ethics is that of marriage: a committed, unconditional relationship that is meant to be exclusive
and last a lifetime. This paradigm reigns so supreme that most forms of relationship ethics
discussed in Christian churches only refer to marriage, or preparation for marriage. Mention of
the possibility of other ethical, meaningful intimate romantic relationships— such as dating or

cohabitation—are conspicuously absent from liberal churches and actively preached against in

2 Thomas Breidenthal, Sacred Unions: A New Guide to Lifelong Commitment (Cambridge, Mass.: Cowley
Publications, 20006), 31.

3 Kate McGuire, “Millennials’ Perceptions of How Their Capacity for Romantic Love Developed and Manifests,”
Masters in Social Work Thesis (Northhampton, Mass.: Smith College School for Social Work, 2015), 49, 60.

41n 2014 the American population became majority single, Rich Miller, Chicago Tribune, September 10, 2014,
http://www.chicagotribune.com/news/nationworld/chi-single-americans-population-20140910-story.html.



conservative ones. Therefore, what is said about relationships from a religious perspective is
limited and requires significant re-interpretation in order to be relevant to modern life.

Young people known as Millennials were in the young adult age range of 18-29 years of
age for most of the research used for this study.’ I use them as a case study for contemporary
intimacy as they have been the young adult generation most affected by the realities of
contemporary relationships as less formal and more fluid than in the past.® In addition to
informality, fluidity, and impermanence as major factors of contemporary intimate life, it is
important for scholars of religion to realize how a prevailing, intense level of anxiety suffuses the
lives of Millennials. It deeply affects how they make decisions and envision what is possible.’

In the absence of religious support for discussing relationships besides marriage,® in
places outside of the church Millennials are forming their own forums and writing their own
educational materials about intimacy. In these, they debate about how to date and determine
sexual interest, and how to evaluate one’s desires and communicate with a partner effectively.’

This makes sense, as Millennials are described by research such as Pew Research Forum reports

3 The “millennial” generation refers to persons born between 1980 and 1996, according to the Pew Forum, and thus
to those who began to come “of age” at the turn of the millennium. Pew Research Forum, “Millennials in
Adulthood: Detached from Institutions, Networked with Friends,” March 2014.
https://archive.org/details/140307PewMillennialsinadulthood

¢ Deborah Chambers, Sociology of Family Life: Change and Diversity in Intimate Relations (Malden, Mass.: Polity
Press, 2012), 4.

7 Weighing what will come before young adults and all that they feel they need to prepare for and juggle,
contemporary young adults experience considerable stress for their age. Often, at least in college, they do not
immediately understand how to manage and grow, just how to escape. This has considerable impact upon their
intimacy lives. It is a well-known psychological fact that persons under stress and acting out of experiences of
trauma have difficulty being the reflective, responsive, and generously caring persons that they otherwise could be
without the influence of stress, anxiety and trauma. How to address anxiety in the young adult population as it
pertains to relationship education and counseling is an area of further research for me that, while foundational, is
beyond the scope of my current project. For one possible solution, see Holly Rogers, Mindfulness for the Next
Generation: Helping Emerging Adults Manage Stress and Lead Healthier Lives (New York: Oxford University
Press, 2012).

8 Psychologist Varda Konstam finds it important that nearly half of contemporary Emerging Adults do not
experience anxiety and with time and age most find their way to coping well, Yet, as a pastoral care professional,
while I believe it is worthy of noting that the prevalence of anxiety in the generation is often discussed
hyperbolically, the rate at which it is a very real concern for a number of young adults still makes anxiety and other
systemic mental health issues worthy of concern for scholars of religion, Varda Konstam, The Romantic Lives of
Emerging Adults: Moving from I to We (New York: Oxford University Press, 2019), 2.

% See Nastassja Schmiedt and Lea Roth, Millennial Sex Education: I've Never Done This Before (No location listed:
Spring Up Press, 2015).



as “confident, connected, and open to change.”!® Yet despite these characterological traits,
generally, most young adults feel they are struggling to improvise their lives, romantic or
otherwise, in the context of a world filled with choices and high stakes. Christian ethicist
Jennifer Beste finds of the young adult she studies that no one, including the religious people in
their lives, are presenting relationships as issues of love and justice.!! She does in her classes,
and students readily admit that her employment of Margaret Farley’s Just Love and Johan Metz’
concept of poverty of spirit are foreign concepts to them, with the root to this strangeness being
how they feel their own age and culture cultivates in them a resistance to placing themselves in a
position of being remotely vulnerable, especially with someone romantically.

Without much vision with which to progress forward and lots of reasons to hold back,
contemporary young adults are taking their time in making commitments such as partnership,
parenthood, and home ownership. For this they receive significant criticism from many in older
generations. Yet, comparing for age, a study just publicized based on U.S. census data reveals
that Millennials are more likely to stay married than those of other generations by eight

percent. ~ Thus, what contemporary young adults do in relationships and why deserves greater

study. Where they fail to flourish and where they manage to succeed is a scion of things to come.

Research problems
Numerous studies have reported on college life intimacy, or lack thereof, and the liberal
attitudes with which young adults approach casual sex.!® Only recently, however, has there been

research done on dating, cohabitation, and the transition into and experience of marriage for

19 Pew Research Forum, “Millennials: A Portrait of Generation Next,” February 2010.
https://www.pewinternet.org/2010/02/24/millennials-confident-connected-open-to-change/.

' Jennifer Erin Beste, College Hookup Culture and Christian Ethics: The Lives and Longings of Emerging Adults
(New York; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018), 10.

12 This controls for divorce rate against marriage rate as a ratio, meaning that while marriage is also statistically less
of an inhabited status than it used to be, the divorce rate in this study is compared to the marriage rate. The dramatic
difference between generations is in part because the Boomer generation continues to divorce at untypically high
rates, Ben Steverman, “Millennials are Causing the U.S. Divorce Rate to Plummet,” Bloomberg Wire Service (New
York), September 25, 2018. ProQuest. https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2018-09-25/millennials-are-
causing-the-u-s-divorce-rate-to-plummet.

13 Kathleen A. Bogle, Hooking Up: Sex, Dating, and Relationships on Campus (New York; London: New York
University Press, 2008), 4.



contemporary young adults.'* Some recent studies have usefully articulated the differences
between a “horizon” of marriage as an ideal aspiration and the salience of marriage as a
probability for an individual’s particular life. I believe that this research should be built upon in
terms of intimacy salience in general for contemporary young adults. I nudge research in this
direction by dedicating theoretical and empirical chapters on intimacy across the relational status
spectrums in order to provide a foundation of what “intimacy salience” apart from the paradigm
of marriage might look like."

Moreover, research done on this generation about the gender equity of these intimate
relationships indicates that while there are movements toward contemporary romantic partners
sharing financial and domestic responsibilities as an ideal, aspiration in the abstract comes up
against what young adults find to be reasonable and desirable. This leads to a shortfall to this
ideal, causing intimate partners to delay digging into considerable intimate interpersonal
commitment. Many factors make such delay reasonable, as tackling other concerns first become
priorities. Both young men and young women are trying to gain skills and education to weather
workforce insecurity and inflexibility,'® and take their place in the persistent pay and power

inequity between men and women.!” Once contemporary young adults do begin to consider

14 Leading researchers on Emerging Adulthood, developmental psychologist Laura Padilla-Walker and her
colleagues note that there is little research on gender’s effect of marriage in emerging adulthood because most of the
intimacy literature for the life phase focuses on casual sexual relationships, Laura M. Padilla-Walker, Madison K.
Memmott-Elison, and Larry J. Nelson, “Positive Relationships as an Indicator of Flourishing During Emerging
Adulthood,” Flourishing in Emerging Adulthood, Emerging Adulthood Series, ed. Laura M. Padilla-Walker and
Larry J. Nelson (New York: Oxford University Press, 2017), 226.

15 See Maria J. Kefalas, Frank F. Furstenberg, Patrick J. Carr, and Laura Napolitano, “‘Marriage is More than Being
Together’ The Meaning of Marriage for Young Adults,” Journal of Family Issues 32 no.7 (2011): 845-875.

16 Workforce insecurity is a deeply gendered issue. Three-fourths of the jobs lost in the Great Recession of 2008,
when older Millennials were beginning to enter the workforce, were jobs males typically inhabited, in Joan C.
Williams, Reshaping the Work-Family Debate: Why Men and Class Matter (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University
Press, 2010), 159. Most recently, in the upper end of the knowledge-based services, men report feeling that they
cannot work less than full time and be considered “real players” in their workplace in terms of collegial respect and
promotion, 89. As part of this greater sense of insecurity amidst employment, Alison Pugh notes a rise in layoffs,
resulting in worker positons being refilled with temporary, on-call, self-employed contractors even in places such as
Silicon Valley, Allison Pugh, The Tumbleweed Society: Working and Caring in an Age of Insecurity (New Y ork:
Oxford, 2015), 6. Pugh also writes about weakening labor unions and employer commitment, and how workers
typically respond by working longer and harder rather than detaching, 2-6, 22. More examples of how the workplace
has become more insecure at the benefit of employers include “on call” shifts, only giving retail workers their
upcoming schedule with a week’s notice, or asking that they work both opening and closing shifts for a business in a
day, but nothing in between. See “A.G. Schneiderman Announces Agreements with Six Major Retailers to Stop on-
Call Shift Scheduling,” Targeted News Service, Washington, D.C., December 20, 2016, ProQuest.

17 “Equal Pay Day: The Gender Pay Gap Persists Among Millennials,” Industry Week, April 4, 2017, ProQuest.



serious partnership these larger questions of economic survival and positioning reveal
themselves to be intertwined with vestiges of continued ideals of men as breadwinners'® and
inequity between the genders in amount of time spent on household chores. !’

This study concentrates specifically on the needs, desires, and expectations of
contemporary young adults as a heuristic device for rethinking and deepening the meaning of
mutual, intimate relationship for culture and society at large. It seeks to investigate what Israeli
sociologist Eva Illouz calls ecologies of choice, in what young adults see before them as
possible, probable, and desirable.?’ Nearly 90% of Millennials respond to polls that they wish to
marry in their lifetimes.?' Yet demographic data reveals a tendency for them to marry later (on
average, five years later compared to Boomers), or not at all. The Pew Forum has predicted that
25% of millennials will remain single as of 2030, one of the highest rates in recent history.??
This high aspiration for marriage combined with a tendency for marriage delay and cohabitation
instead tells a particularly strong story of the gap between desire and practice.?> Many
Millennials report feeling they have no choice.?* Feeling alternately up against a wall and
completely unmoored by the illusion of options describes many millennials today.

Relationship ethics, as often taught or commented upon by persons with religious
authority, encourages this yawning gap between desire and practice as properly religious—the

properly religious being a rejection of what is for the hope of what may be. 1 identify that

18 See Kathleen Gerson, The Unfinished Revolution: How a New Generation is Reshaping Family, Work, and
Gender in America (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010).

19 Gerson notes that men did 15% of the housework in 1960, but by 2010 it had doubled to 30%, Gerson, Unfinished
Revolution, 201; other research (not specifically relating to Millennials) finds this has to do more with ideas of
masculinity than hours available or ratio of wages earned, see Sara Thébaud, “Masculinity, Bargaining, and
Breadwinning: Understanding Men’s Housework in the Cultural Context of Paid Work,” Gender and Society 24 no.
3 (June 2010): 330-354.

20 Eva Illouz, Why Love Hurts: A Sociological Explanation (Malden, Mass: Polity Press, 2012), 19.

2! Jeffrey Jensen Arnett, Emerging Adulthood: The Winding Road from the Late Teens through the Twenties (New
York: Oxford University Press, 2004, 2014), 75.

22 Wendy Wang and Kim Parker, “Record Share of Americans have Never Married as Values, Economics and
Gender Patterns Change,” Pew Research Center, September, 24, 2014.
http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2014/09/24/record-share-of-americans-have-never-married/.

23 The Pew Forum found that in 2014, 26% of millennials were married, matched for age, compared to 36% of
Generation X, 48% of Baby Boomers, and 65% of the Great Generation at the same age point in the generation, in
Pew Research Center, “Millennials in Adulthood.”

24 Jennifer Silva, Coming Up Short: Working-class Adulthood in an Age of Uncertainty (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2013), 8.



relationship ethics, particularly ones of a theological bent, need to better address realism and
dynamism in order to be more comprehensive, well-rounded, and applicable ethics. In my time
spent as a family studies academic, I have discovered that the field of religion is particularly
obdurate about making room for relational discussions that do not focus on or derive from a
paradigm of privileging marriage. This is true even in contemporary secular offshoots of
relationship education.?® Yet material toward this end does already exist. Margaret Farley’s Just
Love, Edward Wimberly’s Counseling African American Families, and Joretta Marshall’s
Counseling Lesbian Partners have suggested that love and justice are crucial ethical cornerstones
to a fulfilling intimate relationship—rather than commitment, structure, or form of relationship.
Yet these ideas have not gained wide cultural or religious purchase in the social imaginary. The
reasons for this are numerous. I attempt to bring them up and address them bit by bit throughout
this dissertation and in my future work.

I see one of the driving reasons that realistic and comprehensive relationship
programming is not offered in ecclesial settings, nor in secular ones, as stemming from the
common cultural adherence to overly romantic notions of intimate partnership. Relationships are
assumed to be automatic, in that they are to be guided by intuition, feeling, and ideals, rather
than honest and significant conversations about the patterns of human need and trial. With this
automaticity comes a corresponding feeling of stasis rather than dynamism. Only recent
authorship such as Kathy Breazeale has defined relationships and marriage as participation and
creation rather than a covenant primarily of fidelity.?® Neither are theological values such as
love, justice, and sacrifice engaged in such conversations such that young adults develop an idea
of how these big themes can relate to their personal moral orientation systems and their intimate

relationships.?’

25 Frank D. Fincham, Scott M. Stanley, and Galena K. Rhoades, “Relationship Education in Emerging Adulthood:
Problems and Prospects,” Romantic Relationships in Emerging Adulthood, ed. Frank D. Fincham and Ming Cui
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 297-298.

26 Feminist theologian Kathy Breazeale defines marriage today: “Marriage is a form of participation in the becoming
of God, a relationship of creative process of the human partner modeled on the relationship of create a process with
God,” Kathlyn Breazeale, Mutual Empowerment: A Theology of Marriage, Intimacy, and Redemption (Minneapolis:
Fortress Press, 2008), 51.

27 Pastoral theologian and military chaplain Zachary Moon puts forth the term of a “moral orienting system” to set
up the foundation of what is psychologically and ethically injured in situations of moral injury, which are most
common in war. I believe such a term is much more broadly applicable as a framework to describe contemporary
religious patterns than scholarship around moral injury, or moral stress has yet engaged (although also picked up in
Carrie Doehring, The Practice of Pastoral Care: A Postmodern Approach, revised and expanded edition (Louisville:



In the European-American mainline denominations with which I am most familiar and
consider my main audience, over the past thirty years white papers on human sexuality and
relationships have laudably focused on the dynamism of difference and companionship.?® Yet
this broadness and creativity of vision does not always filter down to the seminarian and church
level because of cultural lag as well as the immense hold of romanticism. In popular culture, as
well as in Evangelical Christianity, aspirational romanticism reigns supreme. Most Christians
perpetuate the notion of a fairy tale romance as a Christian ideal. In this dream, a happily ever
after marriage is an exclusive relationship of stability, comfort, and care that goes far beyond all
other relationships in quality, yet sets the standard below which all other relationships fall.?® This
assumption of marriage’s ethical and spiritual distinction is beguiling, and dangerous.

I laud Kim and Dwight Peterson for writing the most accessible, concrete, and hopeful
book on the contemporary challenges of intimacy which they see amongst their Fuller
Theological students today. They argue that this notion of marriage’s privilege results in
emotional and social damage to young people by encouraging isolation and lack of maturity and
experience. It also encourages the false idea that “emotional intimacy with anyone other than
one’s spouse constitutes unfaithfulness to the spouse.”? Peterson and Peterson note that waiting
to such a degree physically and emotionally is in fact a way to avoid addressing the real and
difficult within oneself and how one relates to others generally. The Petersons believe that a
closer look at the breadth and depth of human life does not support marriage as a qualitatively

different relationship from others, nor a particularly Christian one. They iterate:

Westminster John Knox Press, 2015). Moon describes such an orienting system as a “complex multidimensional
system of one’s values, beliefs, behaviors, and meaningful relationships as informed and impacted by one’s lived
experiences,” Zachary Moon, Warriors between Worlds: Moral Injury and Identities in Crisis (Lanham, MD:
Lexington Books, 2019), x.

28 The mainline denominations are described as the seven dominant Protestant groups that have defined what it
meant to be a Protestant Christian American (Congregational Church (now United Church of Christ), the Episcopal
Church, the Evangelical Lutheran Church, the Presbyterian Church (USA), the United Methodist Church, the
American Baptist Convention, and the Disciples of Christ). While diverse in theological beliefs, they made up the
Federal Council of Churches in 1908, located on the Main Line of the Pennsylvania Railroad. Today, American
Christianity numerically consists of more evangelicals and Pentecostals than “mainlines,” yet for much of American
history, members of “mainline” churches were significant leaders in government and other civic affairs. They still
hold some sway in the formation of the American cultural imagination. Jason Lantzer, Mainline Christianity: The
Past and Future of America’s Majority Faith (New York: New York University Press, 2012), 1.

29 Margaret Kim Peterson and Dwight Peterson, Are you Waiting for “The One?” Cultivating Realistic, Positive
Expectations for Christian Marriage (Downer’s Grove, I1l.: Intervarsity Press, 2011), 19, 23.

30 Peterson and Peterson, 23.



Real love has more than one possible object [....] Intimacy is bigger than romance, and
marital love has enough in common with other human loves that you can practice it on
people like your parents, your siblings, your neighbors and friends. And the more you
practice, the better off you will be [....] You will be much better equipped to learn to love

a spouse if you have had practice ahead of time in knowing and being deeply known by

others.>!

Yet so many Christian leaders put forth the idea that exclusivity and fidelity in marriage
somehow is crucially and meaningfully different than other relationships.

A member of my own denomination, Episcopal Bishop of Ohio Thomas Breidenthal,
promulgates the paradigm of marriage as the proper Christian approach to relationships. He
honorably seeks to connect marriage to the rest of Christian life and to the actualization of care
rather than just aspiration to care, goals which I share.?? Yet Breidenthal largely deduces
relationship ethics from preconceived ideas of ethical demand rather than broad engagement with
people’s lived experiences. He also scoffs at young people’s desires for “reciprocity” as utterly
misguided and does not see how his own comfort and privilege affect how he views and engages
with concepts.** His books’ myopic obsession with fidelity and exclusivity to the exclusion of
other concerns is an example of how even in mainline churches relationship ethics remains
unhelpfully mired in unintentional patriarchy, egoism, and lack of careful and systematic study
of knowledge about human persons.>*

Many researchers of young adults, particularly older religious ones, decry the supposed
higher rates of casual sex, dating, and cohabitation of the millennial generation as foolishness,
moral relativism, and narcissism, following the lack of listening and imagination occurring in
theological circles. Peterson and Peterson blame contemporary Christian culture for contributing
to the world of hook up culture by not providing guidance for what people should be doing

instead (and by making romance such a big deal), a thought which Beste echoes in her own

31 Peterson and Peterson, 27.

32 Thomas Breidenthal, Christian Households: The Sanctification of Nearness (Cambridge, Mass.: Cowley
Publications, 1997), 81-82.

33 Breidenthal, Christian Households, 88; Breidenthal, Sacred Unions, 110; Breidenthal articulates that “a path of
permanence is a viable option for everyone,” in Sacred Unions, 3; He would likely not agree with the primacy with
which I give intimacy, because of its implications upon the temporal aspects of relationships. Breidenthal writes that
“Momentary fidelity is a contradiction in terms,” in Sacred Unions, 9; Breidenthal writes, “Mutuality does not have
much to do with the embrace of nearness. Jesus did not die on the cross in order to reciprocate our love or in hope
that we would return the favor,” in Christian Households, 88.

34 Breidenthal, Christian Households, 102-106.



work.? Peterson and Peterson write, “The result is a young person who may know what is
expected of them, but are unable to think of any persuasive reason to meet those expectations.”>¢
Instead, the convenience of living together reigns supreme, and deeper considerations are not
thoughtfully modeled for them in the course of uplifting and improving whatever relationship

they have at hand.

THESIS

While young people are not often taking the lead themselves, thoughtful engagement with
them by scholars and practitioners of religion can helpfully lead to listening carefully to the lives
of young adults and the questions they are asking of themselves. This allows for a more positive
generational cohort story and also tells us something about general cultural trends around
relationships.?” This project asks: What do scholars and practitioners in religion, and even young
adults themselves, need to understand about young adults today to develop an adequate
relational ethic that comprehends, and can respond to, the complexity of their needs and lives?

I answer that first, scholars and practitioners in religion need to know what is actually
happening in the intimate lives of young adults. Second, scholars and practitioners must come to
understand how postindustrial precarity influences the worldview, psychology, and behavior of
young adults. This is covered in Chapters One through Four. Third, scholars and practitioners
must then appreciate how these factors require incorporating notions of reflexivity, self-
reflection, self-assertion, reception of others, mutuality, and moral improvisation into discussions
of ethical relationship (Chapters Two, and Five through Seven). This will help meet young
people where they are. It will also provide a foundation for connecting their lives to ancient
religious and ethical ideals of love and justice.

Having done this research, I argue that we should evaluate relationships based on the
capacity for and presence of intimacy as psycho-relational quality and how this allows for pursuit
of greater love and justice. This is in contrast to organizing and assessing relationships by

qualities of formal commitment and official structure, because these latter qualities often serve as

35 Peterson and Peterson, 15; also Beste, 2, 4, 11.
36 Peterson and Peterson, 16.

37 Konstam notes that each generation in recent memory has, on average, taken longer within their life course to
couple, thus indicating that contemporary young adults exemplify a cultural trend not aberration, Konstam, 322.



obfuscating substitutes for deeper deliberation of the ethical qualities. Furthermore, we can
improve the pursuit of intimate intimacy, love, and justice through bolstering people’s
psychological resilience and moral creativity through processes of auto-ethnographic reflexivity
as exemplified in Chapter Five. This personal moral knowledge can then be integrated into 1) a
process of ethical discernment around questions of love and justice in personal relationships
(Chapter Six), and 2) a process of interpersonal psycho-social balance and assessment toward

greater gender justice (Chapter Seven).

MAJOR CONCEPTS: INTIMACY AND MUTUALITY

Intimacy

Having spent years talking with other young adults in liberal church settings, as well as
deepening my own interpersonal skills over the course of doing this project, I conclude that
particular shifts in the way that the church talks about relationship ethics need to happen. I argue
that scholars, clergy, and human development professionals need to evaluate and promote love
and justice within intimacy as key relational cornerstones. Intimacy from a psychological
perspective is defined as involving a sense of connectedness, shared understandings, mutual
responsiveness, self-disclosure, and interdependency.®® It can occur in a variety of relationships,
but for adults it ought to be particularly strong in our relationships of sexual and domestic
closeness. For the purposes of this project, I generally define “intimate relationships”
psychosocially as partnerships of common responsibility, of either households if the persons
within them are committed or cohabitating, or of relationship, if the persons are dating. Intimacy
as a cornerstone is an ethical, encouraging way to discuss where people are in their relationships
while showing them paths to greater mutuality and closeness.

Intimacy is postmodern enough of an idea to be fluid and highly contextual, yet highly
applicable across relationships. It is robust enough in theory and practice to meet young people
where they are and yet also provide encouragement and a path toward improvement in intimate
capacity as a skill. In some ways, highlighting intimacy as thread and proscription is not new,

and I am simply joining the ranks of an established and growing area of scholarly categorization.

38 Debra J. Mashek and Arthur Aron, “Introduction,” Handbook of Closeness and Intimacy, ed. Debra J. Mashek and
Arthur Aron (Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 2004), 1-5.
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Intimacy has been developing as a psychological and sociological research construct
since the late 1970s and early 1980s,?® in an effort to track social ties which were becoming
“looser and more fragmented.”*® As a concept, intimacy began to pick up a significant citation
trail in the 2000s in an attempt by researchers to capture— and accept— greater family
diversity.*! Sociologist Maxine Baca Zinn notes that family studies in particular used to have a
strong sociology of race lens which led to a white idea of family as normative and everything
else as “backward and deviant.”*? Intimacy as a cornerstone lens helps change this, and also
offers a valuable psychological angle.**

As human development theorists Evelyn and James Whitehead note, from a theological
angle, intimacy is calling someone to be their best self, and knowing and loving all of them
better than they know themselves. If this indeed happens, they conclude, intimacy will lead to a
better, more actualized effort at love.** True intimacy cannot help but be generative, for knowing
and being known, being encouraged to grow and widen in capacity via an ongoing relationship,
this leads to progress of self and relationship. Thus, achieving true intimacy is one and the same
with engaging in generativity and practicing love. When one is truly intimate, it is hard not to be
pulled into a desire to further love and empower the other. This desire, and its fulfillment in

interpersonal action within a relationship, is called mutuality.

3 Jacqui Gabb, Researching Intimacy in Families, Studies in Family and Intimate Life (Basingstroke; New York:
Palgrave McMillan, 2010), 66.

40 Chambers, 4. Chambers notes that while intimacy is not a perfect concept, other terms, such as “families of
choice” excludes too many, 50.

41 Kassia R. Wosick, Sex, Love, and Fidelity: A Study of Contemporary Romantic Relationships (Amherst, NY:
Cambria Press, 2017), 5; Chambers, 41.

4 Maxine Baca Zinn, “Family, Feminism, and Race in America,” Race, Class, and Gender: Comment Bonds,
Different Voices, ed. Esther Ngan-Ling Chow, Doris Wilkinson, and Maxine Baca Zinn, Sociologists for Women in
Society (Thousand Oaks, Calif.: Sage, 1996), 172.

43 Another conceptual terminology change involves moving from conceptualizing progression of human
development through time as a “lifecycle” to a “life course” in order to indicate an individual’s passage through life
that attempts to remove any normative assumptions as to the correct timing and sequence of major life events. A life
course model also insists that development occurs throughout life. How development in an advanced stage occurs
depends on the timing, sequence and experience of prior moments in the life course. I generally side with the life
course model, as do most theorists after the 1960s, as it is more open in terms of accepting a variety of pathways an
individual’s life may take, Chambers, 9.

4 Evelyn Eaton Whitehead and James D. Whitehead, Marrying Well: Possibilities in Christian Marriage Today
(Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1981), 106.
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Mutuality

Mutuality involves a paradoxical tandem of empathy and self-integrity, of assertion and
reception, and respect of and engagement in difference. It has theological, psychological, and
ethical aspects to it. Herbert Anderson and others describe mutuality as a Christian ideal that
requires a high capacity for interpersonal relationship.*® In their introduction to the book
Mutuality Matters, Anderson and his colleagues write, “Mutuality is only possible when people
can empathetically imagine the world of another without fear of losing their own voice and when
they are able to change their mind or be changed by another as a result.”*® There is a connotation
of closeness, interdependence, and graceful elasticity. Mutuality implies attention and respect to
situational need rather than equality of capacity or ultimate outcome.

Other theorists on the issue of feminism in family intimacy have also offered quick
reference, short-hand concepts as to what such mutuality might look like. Since intimate
partnership is so significantly a domestic partnership, Australian feminist psychotherapist Petra
Bueskens suggests that a good measurement of interdependent equality in intimate partnership is
whether or not either partner can fully take care of the domestic scene on their own for a limited
period of time.*” Mahoney and Knudson-Martin echo this sentiment, and indicate that this ability
to be domestically capable alone requires a type of emotional and management responsibility for
the domestic scene (making sure tasks were planned for and completed, not just the act of doing
the tasks themselves). Generally shared responsibility for routine housework is another measure
researchers have found indicative of a through-line of equity throughout other facets of the
relationship.*® This is a highly relevant measurement tool to some feminists as routine chores are

not easily commensurable to other household duties because they are the “most time intensive,

4 Mutuality at its fullest requires the capacity for complex interaction which Robert Kegan describes as Stage Five
Inter-individual intimacy, Robert Kegan, The Evolving Self: Problem and Process in Human Development
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1981), 100.

46 Herbert Anderson, Edward Foley, Bonnie Miller-McLemore, and Robert Schreiter, “Introduction,” Mutuality
Matters: Family, Faith, and Just Love, edited by Edward Foley (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield Publishers,
2004), 8.

47 Petra Bueskens, Modern Motherhood and Women’s Dual Identities: Rewriting the Sexual Contract (London; New
York: Routledge, 2018), 281.

4 Mick Cunningham, “Gender in Cohabitation and Marriage: The Influence of Gender Ideology on Housework
Allocation Over the Life Course,” Journal of Family Issues 26 no. 8 (November 2005), 1040.
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are perceived as the least enjoyable, and are the most likely to require relatively rigid time
schedules for their completion.”*

As a theological concept, mutuality has an eschatological quality to it, a temporal long-
view which at the same time involves intense attention to the moment at hand. As such,
mutuality is a promise that is always coming into deeper fruition, even as aspects of it are already
present and achieved. Counselors Suzanne M. Coyle and Christina J. Davis note in their article,
“Christian Couples and Families,” that from a spiritual perspective, “mutuality is understood as a
process of give-and-take between individuals that reflects God’s care for all of humanity.” > This
care of God results in a Christian ethical call among humans to work toward justice and
hospitality. Christian ethicist Ellen Wondra highlights the gift, love, and fullness dimensions that

make mutuality a theologically-inspired term:

Mutuality or reciprocity means that I offer you what you offer me---not as an exchange or
contract, but as a free gift, inspired by mutual regard, usually called love. Openness
beyond the immediate relationship occurs when you and I enhance each other’s God-
given full humanity. In turn, this is an outgrowth of love for God, that desire for God
inherent in being human, practiced in love of neighbor as oneself.>!
As such, mutuality stands in stark contrast to other norms and values by which society might
organize itself interpersonally, such as those of patriarchy and consumption, as operative in
contemporary society.
In her commentary on Beverly Wildung Harrison’s impact upon the field of Christian
social ethics, feminist ethicist Carol Robb writes that “Mutuality, rather than control, ownership,

or paternalism, is a major [feminist] moral norm.”>? She makes note of this to set up the context

in which Harrison discusses how frequently as a student of Christian ethics she was told not to

4 Cunningham, 1040.

50 Suzanne M. Coyle and Christina J. Davis, “Christian Couples and Families,” Diversity in Couple and Family
Therapy: Ethnicities, Sexualities, and Socioeconomics, edited by Shalonda Kelly (Santa Barbara, Calif.: Praeger,
2017), 217.

! Ellen K. Wondra, “Ethics and Moral Theology,” Christian Holiness and Human Sexuality: A Study Guide for
Episcopalians, edited by Gary R. Hall and Ruth A. Meyers (New York: Church Publishing, 2011), 34.

32 Carol S. Robb, “Introduction,” Making the Connections: Essays in Feminist Social Ethics by Beverly Wildung
Harrison, edited by Carol S. Robb (Boston: Beacon Press, 1985), xix.
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concern herself with “mere mutuality,” as it would confuse her from working toward what were
considered higher ideals.>?
Breazeale offers a useful distinction between equality and mutuality. She writes:

While equality suggests the attainment of the same rank for each person, mutuality
‘signals relational growth and change and constitutes an invitation into shaping the future
together.” Thus mutuality in marriage is an invitation for couples to strive for God’s
justice of right relation, rather than equity. Furthermore, the circumstances of daily life
make it difficult to maintain equity or a 50-50 balance in giving and receiving. Most
often, the balance will be 60-40 or even 80-20, yet the justice of mutuality requires the
same partner is not always giving more and receiving less.>*

This “justice of mutuality” to which Breazeale refers can be adjudicated in different ways,
depending on the goal at hand and the aperture of vision. Yet, generally speaking in terms of
what this justice might mean typically, a working definition can be articulated if “partners hold
equal status, attention to the other in the relationship is mutual, accommodation in the
relationship is mutual, and there is mutual well-being of partners,” write feminist family
counselors Carmen Knudson-Martin and Anne Rankin Mahoney.*® By their definition, which I
take on as my favorite, mutuality is a social, interactional, physical, psychological, emotional,
and power-laden concept. To achieve such a standard with all of these facets requires resources

and strategies from a variety of fields.

INTERDISCIPLINARY FEMINIST METHODOLOGY

Rooted in pastoral theology
I root this project in pastoral theology, which, as editors of Feminist and Womanist
Pastoral Theology Bonnie Miller-McLemore and Brita Gill-Austern describe it, seeks

knowledge for the sake of love of God and God’s creation, with a focus on the believer, the

53 Beverly Wildung Harrison, “The Power of Anger in the Work of Love: Christian Ethics for Women and Other
Strangers,” reprinted in Making the Connections: Essays in Feminist Social Ethics by Beverly Wildung Harrison,
edited by Carol S. Robb (Boston: Beacon Press, 1985), 18.

34 Kathlyn Breazeale, Mutual Empowerment: A Theology of Marriage, Intimacy, and Redemption (Minneapolis:
Fortress Press, 2008), 49.

35 Carmen Knudson-Martin and Anne Rankin Mahoney, “The Myth of Equality,” Couples, Gender, and Power:
Creating Change in Intimate Relationships, edited by Carmen Knudson-Martin and Anne Rankin Mahoney
(Thousand Oaks: Calif.: Springer, 2009), 45.
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sufferer, and practices of lived religion.’® Among many things it does in particular, feminist and
womanist pastoral theology honors subjectivity, seeks to build trust, and analyzes power.>’
Pastoral theology in its multicultural, postmodern paradigm pays attention to the everyday,
makes room for the fluid, and seeks practical enactment. As such, it has according to postmodern
feminist pastoral theologian Elaine Graham, “a bias toward alterity, diversity and inclusivity.”>®
Graham writes that in a world rife with complexity and change, the pastoral task similarly
morphs from deductive application of Christian values to something more wide-ranging and
fluid. She writes, “The task of care is thus to equip individuals and communities with the
resources by which they might be able to respond to such complexity —be it in the form of
changing conditions of work, citizenship, and relationships or gender roles.”>® Miller-McLemore
and Gill-Austern note that as a field of study, pastoral theology, has always been always been
wide-ranging, at least in aspiration. It has been an interdisciplinary, bridge-building discipline,
putting disparate fields in common conversation to address a wound in the world.®

The wound I see is the church neglecting to see intimate relationships as generative sites
for love, justice, and moral growth simply because they are informal and uncodified. The
epistemological salve that I propose is a democratic dissemination of a program of moral auto-
biographical reflection, ethical deliberation, and couples counseling strategies that I believe can
be put into the hands of non-experts.®! Non-experts having the tools with which to think and
engage their relationships differently under the auspices of ethical engagement, which will in
turn aid in changing cultural expectations about the relevance of love and justice to relationships.

In this same volume, pastoral theologian Carrie Doehring finds it exigent for the field to
face postmodernism well by developing third-order criteria by which to propose and evaluate its

norms, authorities, and methodologies and to assess a system for adjudicating conflict between

%6 Bonnie J. Miller-McLemore and Brita L Gill-Austern, “Preface,” Feminist and Womanist Pastoral Theology, ed.
Bonnie J. Miller-McLemore and Brita L Gill-Austern (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1999), 11.

57 Marsha Foster Boyd and Carolyn Stahl Bohler, “Womanist-Feminist Alliances: Meeting on the Bridge,” Feminist
and Womanist Pastoral Theology, ed. Bonnie J. Miller-McLemore and Brita L Gill-Austern (Nashville: Abingdon
Press, 1999), 193, 194, 196.

58 Elaine L. Graham, Transforming Practice: Pastoral Theology in an Age of Uncertainty (London: Mowbray,
1996), 9.

% Graham, 52.
% Miller-McLemore and Gill-Austern, “Preface,” 10.

61 Graham, 99, 102.
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them.%? Elsewhere, Doehring articulates such postmodern criteria as supporting a process which
aids one in moving from an embedded theology of inherited beliefs and practices (which have
unconscious influence upon one’s life) to an intentional theology. Theology becomes intentional
when embedded theology has been examined for its life-giving or life-denying qualities.®*
Whether theologies are life-giving or life-denying depends on how they allow one to feel self-
compassion as well as connection to the love of God, self, and community, received and given. %
Furthermore along the lines of criteria and norms, in Christian Theology in Practice,
Miller-McLemore writes that among the world-facing tasks of pastoral theology is “articulating
alternative public norms derived from the Christian tradition.”®® In responding to these two
foremothers of mine, like a proper queer theorist, I leave the outcome of how people will define
issues of love and justice in their own personal lives to themselves. Yet I have some general
bounds and offer many initial questions with which to aid in launching this discernment. From
the position of providing pastoral care, I suggest that people question sacrifice, but demand
measurement and generativity. I encourage them to assess whether they are being as intimate
with themselves and their partner as they can be, and figure out if this balance requires them
personally giving or receiving more. From the positon of being a pastoral theologian reflecting
upon and researching these issues, some of my guiding principles have been to pay as close
attention to the needs and self-reports of the people I seek to help, to believe in their own ability
to be involved in the solution, and to wrestle the tradition for a blessing of its wisdom for today
through a form of revised critical method applied to theological ethics.%® Following Graham, I
suggest that whatever gives women more chance for greater generativity in tandem with those

they love is our best subjective measuring stick of liberation, flourishing, and success.®’

62 Carrie Doehring, “A Method of Feminist Pastoral Theology,” Feminist and Womanist Pastoral
Theology (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1999), 100-105; Graham, 127-128.

63 Carrie Doehring, The Practice of Pastoral Care: A Postmodern Approach, revised and expanded edition
(Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2015), 19.

% Doehring, Practice, 10.

%5 Bonnie J. Miller-McLemore, Christian Theology in Practice: Discovering a Discipline (Grand Rapids, Mich.:
Eerdmans, 2012), 87.

% As Don Browning puts it in Religious Ethics and Pastoral Care, “[T]he revised correlational method as applied to
a practical moral theology means a critical correlation between such norms for human action and fulfillment as are
revealed in interpretations of the Christian witness and those norms for human action and fulfillment that are
implicit in various interpretations of ordinary human experience,” Don Browning, Religious Ethics and Pastoral
Care (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1983), 50.
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Three major methodological branches

As an interdisciplinary project, I employ three main branches of methodological foci for
guiding my work and bolstering my claim that my study achieves a more accurate look at the
worldview and intimate lives of young adults compared to the studies of others. These foci and
methods of engagement run throughout the whole project and interweave with each other. They
are: 1) Lo cotidiano (a focus on the realness and import of the everyday), 2) feminist
methodologies of solidarity, relationality, and reflexivity, and 3) a postmodern, queering lens that
disrupts and destabilizes in order to make space for the new and the possibly more real.
Lo cotidiano

The first, known in mestizo circles as Lo cotidiano, includes a postmodern and feminist
ethics from the margins focus on the everyday.®® Lo cotidiano as a subject of inspection has
ethical, epistemological, and psychological implications. It looks at how the everyday, what we
actually do, not just what we say, speaks to what we think is salient for our lives.%’ In
psychological terms, the everyday is what creates the patterning of what we expect, which in turn
affects what we desire and think is possible in our lives.”” Graham suggests that it is in fact what
we do, that articulates and shapes our theology, more than what we say. Yet scholarship and
theological ethics traditionally and routinely privileges articulation over declaring observation of

action as more accurate to what we believe or value.”!

%8 T intentionally do not set non-English words in italics as part of my commitment to an academic practice of
decolonizing the way in which English speakers approach other subjects. Gloria Anzaldia describes herself as a
chicana tejana, a Texan of Chicana ethnicity, meaning she is of mixed ancestry which is partially indigenous to
Texas. The broadest term describing her audience as well as her own identity is Mestizo, a mixture of Indigenous
American and European American ancestry.

% This is close to Elaine Graham’s idea of our truest theology being whatever we practice. However, I believe
Graham collapses what is with the ideal in a way that leaves no room for transcendence and growth. Ideas of
saliency, however, are a more accurate and worthwhile result of examining Lo cotidiano. Ethicist Willis Jenkins
notes that the main difference between what he sees as “basic” and “disruptive” forms of ethics has to do with the
value given to everyday life. In Willis Jenkins, “Doing Theological Ethics with Incompetent Christians: Social
Problems and Religious Creativity,” Lived Theology: New Perspectives on Method, Style, and Pedagogy, ed.
Charles Marsh, Peter Slade, and Sarah Azaransky (New York: Oxford University Press, 2017), 55.

70 Ethicist Ellen Ott Marshall notes that feminist ethics does not have a monopoly on the focus of the everyday, nor
did it necessarily found it, but rather feminism is an instance where “such attention has been advanced and
defended,” Ellen Ott Marshall, Introduction to Christian Ethics: Conflict, Faith, and Human Life, first edition
(Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2018), 129.

71 Graham, 10, 61, 88-91, 99-102.
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Feminist methodologies of solidarity, relationality, and reflexivity

The second branch of methodological foci involves adhering to a number of feminist
research principles, goals, and practices. First and foremost in importance, I follow the
postcolonial “feminist solidarity” epistemological and interpersonal model articulated by Indian
theorist Chandra Talpade Mohanty. This model seeks to decenter privileged narratives that
necessarily create margins for a more egalitarian model of exchange anchored by notions of
“mutuality, co-responsibility, and common interests.”’? As such, it “assumes both distance and
proximity” as well as struggles and points of resistance between all persons, rather than
postulates a center in which marginalized persons are the unwitting victims of a distance from
the ideal.”® This is particularly difficult to pursue as a lens when researching a demographic that
is primarily studied in college contexts, which creates a particular notion of a center based on
education, cosmopolitanism, and life planning, despite all of the effort to research non-college
attending young adults by researchers in this area.”

My project at first light may not seem like one of solidarity. While I feel I fall short on
the enormous task of speaking to spaces of strength that people of intersectional oppressions
have going on in their intimate lives, I do feel that my project attempts to explain to a primarily
privileged, white, and often older audience as to why an uptick of anxiety and lack of resources
comparative to generations past lead to different decisions by contemporary young adults.
Scholars note that particularly on issues of gender and intimacy and the distinctiveness these
cause for conceptualizing political agency, millennial women are more likely to identify with

their generation than with their gender.”® If I can make a case for how our default paradigms

72 Chandra Talpade Mohanty, “‘Under Western Eyes’ Revisited: Feminist Solidarity Through AntiCapitalist
Struggles,” A Feminist Theory Reader: Local and Global Perspectives, ed. Carole R. McCann (New York:
Routledge, 2013), 548; see also Inderpal Grewal and Caren Kaplan, “Introduction: Transnational Feminist Practices
and Questions of Postmodernity,” Scattered Hegemonies: Postmodernity and Transnational Feminist Practices, ed.
Inderpal Grewal and Caren Kaplan (Minneapolis; London: University of Minnesota Press, 1994), 1-36.

73 Mohanty, 548.

74 Some of the cosmopolitanism of the generation comes not from education and advantage, but the sheer amount of
diversity and hybridity by race and other factors in the generation at large. For instance, the generation is 43% non-
white, Richard Fry, “Millennials Projected to Overtake Baby Boomers as America’s Largest Generation,” Pew
Research Center, March 1, 2018, https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2018/03/01/millennials-overtake-baby-
boomers/.

75 Shelly Budgeon citing Leslie Heywood and Jennifer Drake, Third Wave Agenda : Being Feminist, Doing
Feminism (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1997) in “The Contradictions of Successful Feminism:
Third-Wave Feminism, Postfeminism and ‘New’ Femininities,” New Femininities: Postfeminism, Neoliberalism,
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around relationship ethics are built on notions of permanence, privilege, stability that, by
themselves without translation, do not serve well many people, younger or simply marginalized,
I will have made a good start on an effort to interrogate what I see as the way religious values of
commitment and steadfastness can be seen as mismatched or irrelevant to contemporary life.

Second within this feminist focus, the assumption that truly getting to know oneself and
another person, leads to greater, more precise equality because people are known and respected
better for their challenges, gifts, and desires drives much of my dissertation’s argument on what
relationally and intimately can be done about gender inequality. This knowledge of self and other
should in turn provide motivation to engage in actions which uplifts each person’s unique and
inherent worth as a child of God. If it manages to do so, then it works toward the goal of feminist
research and feminism as a whole, to “end gender and interrelated inequalities such as those that
are race, class, and sexuality based.”’® Feminists such as myself theorize that these inequalities
exist not because they are biologically determined, but because a capitalist, hierarchical culture
promotes some human beings as worth more than others. This valuation and power differential
leads to our being less intimate with ourselves and others than God desires.

Thus, it is a feminist project to focus on the subject of marginalization and seek to end the
exclusion of the marginalized from systems of power and worth toward greater access and
inclusion in determining the parameters of the system.”” It is notable that many Millennials of
color and of immigrant background, particularly Hispanics, do not define themselves as
American, even if they have United States citizenship because of racial exclusions from an
American identity that is still thought of as white, middle-class, and asset-owning.”® For
example, researcher and author of Citizens but not Americans, Nilda Flores-Gonzales describes
Millennial Hispanics who are 2" or third generation immigrants as automatically assumed or

associated with illegality because “Latino” is associated with illegal immigration to so many

and Subjectivity, edited by Rosalind Gill and Christina Scharff (Houndmills; Basingstoke, Hampshire: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2011), 280.

76 Alison Dahl Crossley, Finding Feminism: Millennial Activists and the Unfinished Gender Revolution (New Y ork:
New York University Press, 2017), 6.

77 Katy Mahraj, “Dis/locating the Margins: Gloria Anzaldia and Dynamic Feminist Learning,” Feminist Teacher 21
no. 1 (2011), 2.

78 Nilda Flores-Gonzales, Citizens but not Americans: Race among Latino Millennials (New York: New York
University Press, 2017), 2.
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privileged people.”” Anecdotally, I know that many persons today feel marginalized in the sense
that they are outside of a system not meant for them. While Millennials are the most educated
generation ever, they are the first in many years to face a future of less material affluence than
the generations that have come before, which bothers some people, but not others.

The third and final aspect of the feminist branch of the project is reflexivity. Writer and
theorist of borderlands Gloria Anzalduaa calls the intentional method of growing one’s own
consciousness and simultaneously deepening connection to others “mestiza consciousness.” This
holistic, relational way of thinking, relating and acting focuses on including rather than
excluding.®® It links how personal and cultural reflexivity and self-authorship are necessary in
order to develop the acceptance and embracing of hybridity and crossing of spaces. This crossing
is necessary, according to many Chicana feminists, for the ethical to be actualized.®! Anzaldua
notes that white progressives who do the same can be considered intellectual mestizas, a goal
which I strive to work toward every day.?? Anzaldta considers those who research and reflect
upon his or her or their own culture as doing spiritually valuable and ethically honest work. %

As a mid-thirties, white, middle-class, long-married Millennial who, in the course of this
study aged out of the young adult demographic time frame I set, I nonetheless bring considerable
recent experience and reflection to such a project. My experience of working with young adult in
ministry and theological educational settings matches what I find in my formal literature review.
I have spent years of personal life and academic study thinking about the incongruence of
dominant relationship ethics focused stalwartly on the nature and bond of marriage in contrast to

a focus on the needs of most people in a postindustrial culture. These people include those who

7 Flores-Gonzales, 7; She notes that her respondents are made to feel like trespassers in white spaces because their
English proficiency and merit are constantly questioned, 31-32, 40, 47.

80 AnaLouise Keating, “Introduction: Reading Gloria Anzaldiia, Reading Ourselves,” The Gloria Anzaldiia Reader,
edited by AnaLouise Keating (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2009), 10.

81 Chéla Sandoval, “Mestizaje as a Method: Feminists of Color Challenge the Canon,” Living Chicana Theory,
edited by Carla Trujillo (Berkeley, Calif.: Third Woman Press, 1998), 361.

82 Keating, 12.

83 “Insider” knowledge, as opposed to a scholar who studies a culture different from his or her own, is considered by
feminist researchers to provide an upper-hand in gaining the reflexivity and careful analysis necessary to do
accurate, thoughtful, and robust work. For more on self-reflexivity, see Rosanna Herz, ed., Reflexivity and Voice
(Thousand Oaks, Calif.: Sage, 1997); Sharlene Nagy Hesse-Biber, ed., Handbook of Feminist Research: Theory and
Practice (Thousand Oaks, Calif.: Sage, 2007); Patricia Leavy and Michelle L. Yaiser, ed. Feminist Perspectives on
Social Research (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004); Julie Tilsen, Therapeutic Conversations with Queer
Youth: Transcending Homonormativity and Constructing Preferred Identities (New York: Jason Aronson, 2013), 7;
Doehring, Practice, 191.
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are married but do not find the frame of longevity and unconditional support as sufficient
guidance for addressing all the problems of everyday life. My research can directly help young

people improve and sustain intimate relationships of justice and love.

Queering lens

The third major branch of my overall interdisciplinary methodology involves engaging a
queer lens. As counselor of queer youth Julie Tilsen describes it, “Queer is about exploding
certainty and provoking questions.”®* While it may not seem at first that contemporary young
adults can be sympathetic with a queer lens, its postmodern worldview aligns with the way
young adults of all orientations approach intimacy. Tilsen summarizes a queer orientation to life
“is about fluidity rather than fixity, creating rather than consuming, truths rather than Truth, and
imagining rather than replicating.”®® Queerness for today’s youth has to do with a position of not
fitting in bodily and emotionally that can be caused by any number of factors. As such, queerness
is both something someone is forced into by normalizing social forces excluding particular
bodies as well as something queer persons come to embrace /in?/ as a method of survival.®® As a
process involving reflection, queerness makes peace with natural human ambivalence as being
honest. As queer tradition shows, in being honest, persons are more aware of power, and thus
necessarily more open to what the future and change might bring.®” Because of this, those

engaging a queer lens are more committed to transparency and accountability than others.®

SIGNIFICANCE, SCOPE, AND LIMITATIONS

84 Tilsen, 2.

85 Tilsen, 2; For further elaboration on the notions of a queer orientation for straight people, see Sara Ahmed, Queer
Phenomenology: Orientations, Objects, Others (Durham; London: Duke University Press, 2006); Mary Robertson,
Growing Up Queer: Kids and the Remaking of LGBTQ Identity (New York: New York University Press, 2019);
Mihee Kim Kort, Outside the Lines: How Embracing Queerness will Transform Your Faith (Minneapolis: Fortress
Press, 2018).

86 Robertson, 6.
87 Robertson, 23.
8 Tilsen, 6-7.
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Significance

My work builds upon substantial cultural shifts in recent generations that uphold mutual
flourishing in relationships as justification for marriage rather than gender complementarity and
procreation. This notion of mutual flourishing as an ultimate ethical ideal does much to lay the
groundwork of intimacy—rather than commitment—as a primary ingredient and mechanism of
evaluation for a relationship. Yet what it means to take actual, concrete steps toward improving
/n/ mutual flourishing and to do so in primary intimate relationships is sparse in pastoral
theological literature. I define “primary intimate relationships” for the purposes of this study as
those with whom someone has an ongoing, romantic, psychological, and often sexual, adult
partnership of intimacy and mutual support. I do not presume monogamy or permanence, but
there is some sense in which some intimate relationships are more “primary” in terms of
availability, frequency, duration, and other criteria of relevant engagement

I hope that this dissertation, and the books that will come out of it, can advance
knowledge about intimate mutual flourishing on theoretical and practical levels. Tools to think
more deeply and critically about the everyday ethics and interpersonal decisions that make up
our lives will allow us to better connect life and faith. Thus my study can help the church
strengthen the value it places on vocation of marriage—and on mutual relationships in general—

by expanding its discussion of a valuable and fulfilling relationship, and how to achieve it.

Scope

To paint a portrait of contemporary young adulthood and culture, I have relied on
interviews and analysis from studies that often were extensive projects involving teams of
researchers and numerous participants. Unfortunately, these studies were often indirectly related
to my main concerns of intimacy and mutuality. Not being able to engage with subjects directly
on my research questions is a weakness of the project. However, given the controversial
discussion over the intimacy of young adults and the narrowness of subject involved in most
academic investigations, it has been valuable to paint a broad picture of intimacy, psychology,
and ethics which is more comprehensive and attuned to pastoral and psychological needs of

young adults as they see them for themselves
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Inherent methodological weaknesses to the project include the basic assumption that
improving intimacy among persons will necessarily further respect and love. This is an issue of
theological anthropology that cannot be definitively proven. Certainly psychological intimacy
can be used against the aims of respect and love—when we know someone well we know how
to hurt them, and rejection of them for whatever reason can increase the pain of such dismissal.
My aim of mutuality as an amalgam of love and justice mixed together is similarly loose and
assumptive. It can also be used erroneously to forestall efforts of love and respect by simply
naming a relationship as equal when empirical observation by an outsider would lead to
assessing the relationship as less equal than imagined or professed by those within it.

My treatment of religion is similarly diffuse. Given that I choose to focus on intimacy
and gender, there is not time and space to discuss in any great detail how the various
particularities of religion influence the expectations and behavior of young adults beyond the
broad sketches I make about what they find to be spiritually meaningful outside of the confines
of traditional religion.*” Nor do I necessarily cover all aspects of intimacy, for the constraints of
time, space, and focus.”® Generally, the religious aspects of my project are the ethical. Ethics
itself is a complex engagement of present and future. Tackling the interstices that I do endeavors
me to think creatively about desire, vision and behavior. This necessarily involves some slippage

between factors resulting in ambiguity, and yet this remains a valuable area of study.

Limitations
Also regarding vagueness, [ overlap many areas of study which could be distinctly
researched in their own right. For instance, by studying young adults (ages 18-29), I am studying

a wide time frame in which their behavior often changes as they age. This wide age range

8 In part, I do this because multiple studies have noted that time and again, material circumstances, rather than
religion, have a much larger sway over what people do than religious scripts of right and wrong for all but the most
devout in tight-knit, distinctive religious communities. For an example of research about religious impact upon
intimate lives see W. Bradford Wilcox and Nicholas H. Wolfinger, Soul Mates: Religion, Sex, Love, and Marriage
among African Americans and Latinos (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016).

% One of the main areas of intimacy research that I leave out is relationship dissolution, with the exception of brief
mentions of the specter of divorce and digital media “ghosting” (ceasing to continue to have a conversation) as a
reason to take things slow and informally.

I also leave out domestic violence and abuse, although most feminists believe that abusive relationships are what can
happen in a society that does not value mutuality, Yvette G. Flores-Ortiz “Voices from the Couch: The Co-Creation
of a Chicana Psychology,” Living Chicana Theory, edited by Carla Trujillo (Berkeley, Calif.: Third Woman Press,
1998), 110.

23



necessitates detailing the limitations to intimacy that contemporary young adults encounter
initially, as well as the movements they make toward greater intimacy as they age (even though
literature on this is mainly missing). As someone captivated by human development, my aims are
to support people where they are right now developmentally in terms of a life phase position and
also to provide vision and guidance for people to grow into the fullness of their being over the
course of their life. Yet in studying Millennials as an example of contemporary young adults I do
a number of other/s/ things as well. I attempt to study contemporary young adults as a position in
the developmental life course of individuals, as I have mentioned, while also analyzing them as a
generational cohort in a particular position of history.”! Furthermore, I also argue that
Millennials as young adults serve as an exemplification of broader cultural moves toward greater
singleness, egalitarianism, and fluidity in intimate life. Thus I alternately investigate
relationships and gender so as to speak to and about Millennials as contemporary young adults
and also to speak about these areas in terms of their implication for cultural life at large.

Another limitation is a lack of data on Millennials responding directly to my questions
about gender, intimate gender equity, and mutuality. Little is known about what contemporary
young adults think about gender, intimate gender roles, and feminism beyond a general belief in
and expectation of intimate relationships which will contain greater egalitarianism and self-
reliance than those of their parents’ generation. While in Part Three of my project I propose
mutuality as a better theological goal than notions of equity, researchers typically assess
relationships in terms of a spectrum of complementarianism of a strict division of gender roles
based on notions of essential, biological difference between men and women, and egalitarianism,
which has more to do with shared responsibilities across different areas. For the purposes of
setting a definitional standard, I will say that while my ethical goal is mutuality, feminist
sociologist Kathleen Gerson’s definitional note that “egalitarian” to most of her interviewees
meant “a long-term commitment to equitable, flexible, and mutual support in domestic tasks and
workplace ties” is a good operational standard with which to analyze intimate gender equity

according to the research available.”

91 See Peter Hart-Brinson, The Gay Marriage Generation: How the LGBTQ Movement Transformed American
Culture (New York: New York University Press, 2018), 4, 15-17, 214-221.

92 Kathleen Gerson, The Unfinished Revolution: How a New Generation is Reshaping Family, Work, and Gender in
America (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010), 107.
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In my effort to assert that I do not believe that gender roles in the contemporary
American scene are conducive to happiness and fulfillment in the neoliberal present or future, I
nonetheless acknowledge that “gender-role eliminativism” as political science scholar Serene
Khader calls it, has been accused of being a Western imperialist strategy that at points discounts
and disrupts the survival strategies of minority groups.”* I attempt to acknowledge places where
non-white groups make their own patterns of interpersonal behavior and division of household
responsibilities in a way that works for them. In particular, there is little research as to how
Millennials’ views on gender and gender egalitarianism affect their expectations, aspirations, and
behaviors. In addition, there are few studies that address the intersection of specific identity

markers, young adulthood, and romance. I intend to address these gaps in future research.

CHAPTERS OVERVIEW AND PROJECT SUMMARY

Chapters overview

I consider this an exercise of practical theology, following Don Browning’s four
movements of what he calls a fundamental practical theology, although I do not follow the
sequential flow that he assumes (descriptive, historical, systematic, strategic), nor give equal
treatment to all these movements.’* Part One of this project is descriptive theology of what it
means to focus on the needs and challenges of young adults today, covering relevant aspects of
human development, neoliberal culture, the concept and challenge of intimacy, and approaches
to gender and gender equality in intimate relationship. Thus, I label this part “Defining and
Describing Major Themes.”

Part Two is a combination of historical, systematic and strategic movements of a
fundamental practical theology. Chapter Six is a dip into Systematic Theology with its focus on
Christian notions of love, justice, and the place of self as interrelated and foundational to shaping
people’s particular beliefs and behaviors. Chapters Five and Seven are strategic practical

theology in that they focus on how to be reflective and reflexive in ways that develop self and

93 Serene J. Khader, Decolonizing Universalism: A Transnational Feminist Ethic (New York: Oxford University
Press, 2019), 3.

% Don Browning, Fundamental Practical Theology: Descriptive and Strategic Proposals (Minneapolis: Fortress
Press, 1991), 47-55.
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interpersonal knowledge toward personal and mutual ends. In following my initial research
questions about contemporary young adult intimacy, Part Two of my project ends up asking
large questions such as: What constitutes an ethic or morality? What is mutuality? Love?
Justice? What is it that keeps us from these things?

My first chapter, entitled “Defining and Describing Contemporary Young Adulthood”
outlines the perennial developmental challenges of young adulthood and some of the behaviors
that come from being a young adult in the middle of identity exploration and preparation for
adult life. In particular, these developmental challenges involve gaining maturity through
exploration and development of identity, engaging in complexity, and fostering intimate
connection.”® This chapter also focuses on how neoliberal and postmodern culture have
influenced the subject at hand by making young adults particularly anxious because of a strong
cultural bent toward personal responsibility and self-reliance. Yet in some cases this personal
focus ends up having positive social outcomes. In particular, I end this chapter by focusing on
how the individual as a form of authority has led to changed notions of young adulthood, self-
fulfillment, and religious experience.

In Chapter Two on “Theorizing Intimacy,” I outline intimacy as a psychosocial and
interpersonal concept, necessarily rooted in a cohesive sense of identity, and deeply tied to the
development and constitutive of personal and communal identity. While I use a variety of
authors to describe intimacy as interpersonal, I then switch to developmental theorists such as
Erik Erikson and Robert Kegan who both identify intimacy as the psycho-developmental
challenge to meet successfully in early adulthood. After reviewing their theories of development,
stages, and challenges, I sum up this capacity further in the descriptions of self-authorship
provided by Dan McAdams and conocimiento of Gloria Anzaldua.

I start Chapter Three on “Contemporary Intimacy in Practice and Expectation,” by
reviewing the salient contributions of two sociologists who have provided theories around
intimacy in late modernity. The first is Anthony Giddens, who waxed quixotically about the
potentials of the “pure relationship” of affinity and agreement, followed by Eva Illouz, who

believes that modern culture is not leading to an indulgence of hedonism as so often believed by

95 Even though intimacy and mutuality are my main research concerns, a developmental lens and a respect for
subjects as the start and leaders of inquiry require that this chapter on the developmental challenges of achieving
adulthood go first.
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critics of young adults, but rather one in which the motivation is fear and lack of confidence. In
the bulk of the chapter, I describe in broad detail how contemporary young adults approach
intimacy in terms of dating, seeking and evaluating partners at different stages of intimacy, and
how they engage cohabitating and thinking about larger commitments like marriage.

Since one of my larger lens of concern has to do with mutuality of relationship across
gender, in Chapter Four on “Gender, Feminism, and Inequity in Contemporary Intimacy,” I
spend time articulating how Millennials see gender as an open concept theoretically, and yet for
reasons of lack of politicism and imagination in pioneering a more mutual path forward, find
themselves living within more traditionally gendered patterns of behavior than their attitudinal
politics would otherwise indicate. In short, they are often reluctant to consider themselves
feminist. To fill out this picture beyond what Millennials see as possible within their own gender
identities to how gender in their own relationship might factor into issues of equity and
mutuality, I draw on sociologists writing slightly before Millennials came of age, but for which
the cultural lag between desire for equity and practice of equity remains.

Part Two of my dissertation is entitled “Why ‘Toward Mutuality’ on the ‘Oregon Trail
Redux:’ Disrupting Norms, Pursuing Love and Justice, and Engaging in Mutual Recognition,” in
reference to millennial minister Eric Atcheson describing his generation as one engaging
“Oregon Trail Theology” of a purposeful, if open-ended, frontier. In this second part, I make a
construction turn from primarily theoretical and sociological description (although this division
is never clear cut) to investigations of praxis. As part of this interrogatory turn, I seek to expose
how the gendered norms of the family are social constructs created by the privileged for their
service yet cast as universal spiritual and moral forms. I look into the ways in which cultural
gendered norms of the Western family can be practiced rigidly without personal reflection,
leading to a dampening of the full flexibility and wholeness of the family. To do so, I identify
theoretical and practical tools to help contemporary persons, should they choose to do so, move
the barometer of their intimate relationships toward greater gender equality and mutuality.

Thus, in Chapter Five “Neplanterismo: Disrupting norms and Discerning Morality,” I
center an exploration of ethics from the margins on the works of queer black ethicist Thelathia
Young, Hispanic sociologist Katie Acosta, and Episcopal priest Elizabeth Edman. I describe
these as efforts of “neplanterismo” in which one makes and claims a new form of morality from

a place of being in-between. In particular in her own work, Young explores what it means for
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black queers to come up with new meanings of family which are more just and loving than the
gendered ones of heterosexuality. Black queers gain this knowledge through a reflection upon
their lives and values which Young matches up to major moves of self and social interrogation
germane to queer theory. Life lived on the material and social margins lends the possibility of a
particular clarity around how social norms can constrict persons from being their truest and most
moral selves. Young and others argue that queer theory usefully offers a methodology of
reflective power analysis and destabilization that can be used by people of any social identity
seeking to develop relationships that are more flexible and rewarding.

In Chapter Six, labeled “Pursuing Love, Justice, and Self in Theological Ethics,” I
propose that scholars and representatives of religion should promote ethics as the lived,
improvisational, and dynamical relevant process that it can be. I then focus on Don Browning
and his fellow researchers’ concept of an equal regard relationship, a particularly relevant
construct to the family in late modern times because of its inherent intimacy, flexibility, and
commitment to duration over time that can be nonetheless loosely defined. Equal regards sounds
like it is about mutuality, but Browning’s interpretation of love is defined almost solely as self-
giving, bestowing short shrift to justice as a theological concept. I interpret his concept of equal
regard as a balance of love and justice, even though he did not. I end the chapter with how
feminist ethicists and theologians, and Millennials, are skeptical if not adamant that traditional
notions of sacrifice based in self-emptying and self-transcendence do not actually serve the aims
of mutuality. Instead, I put forth sage feminist meditations on aspects of Christian tradition that
can help with an interpretation that true equal regard is a balance of love and justice, in which the
self and other flourish in tandem.

In the seventh and final chapter of my project, I conclude that mutuality is not a relational
possibility without persons engaging each other from the stance of a certain type of
psychological state. Thus, in “Mutuality as Psychological Recognition,” I explore feminist
psychoanalyst Jessica Benjamin’s claim that any type of psychological relationship between two
persons that is not mutual is a form of less-than-perfect, less-than-possible love. Following
Benjamin, I assert that persons deserve—and seek—mutual recognition. Benjamin usefully
outlines the process of recognition and the inherent struggle to keep this process a robust two-

way street. Yet she does so theoretically.
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To put her ideas into closer engagement with the lives of actual young people, I take
space in this chapter to outline the major themes and processes of psychodynamic couples’
therapy, as well as the particular strategies feminist counselors have come up with for using
psychoanalytic attunement practices to investigate and redirect practices of gender inequality
toward greater mutuality. While I put forward some concrete ideas here and through Part Two
about how to do this, it remains an immense structural challenge to translate counseling ideas
into visions and practices that everyday people can engage in their intimate lives without
significant training or actual counseling support (for reasons of time, cost, access). Given the
researchers whom I cite who indicate the level of this challenge for the marginalized and
impermanency-affected persons whose lives I hope to impact, I struggle with the sufficiency of
my response to promoting intimacy and self-reflection skills as a general rule for all people in the
face of addressing the yawning gap of resources that would help enable people to meet my

proscription.”®

Project summary

In sum, this project points toward a proscriptive meditation on how the future of
neoliberalism requires a self and a family structure which can somehow counteract the
destabilizing of this system by retaining some semblance of love and justice in family and
society through flexibility of work-life engagement over the life course and between partners in
an enduring relationship. In the first part, it reviews the life development, cultural influences,
anxieties, pressures, expectations, and desires of contemporary young adults around intimacy and
gender equality. In the second half, I draw together marginal and liberation-oriented perspectives
in ethics and psychology that can provide entry points for scholars of religion and young people
themselves to develop psychological resilience and authorship of their own personal stories,
goals, and beliefs. Throughout these pages, I point to a history of encouraging women’s self-
sacrifice and men’s immunity to influence. In response, I offer concrete practices reflexivity

which will facilitate change from unconscious rigidity around gender roles to a greater

% These include Sharon Sassler and Amanda Jayne Miller, Cohabitation Nation: Gender, Class, and the Remaking
of Relationships (Oakland, Calif.: University of California Press, 2017); Silva, 45-46; Williams, 163-191, and
throughout Pugh’s edited collection, Beyond the Cubicle: Job Insecurity, Intimacy, and the Flexible Self (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2017).
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embracing of the wilderness of the spirit in which change toward greater gender equity will
occur.

I suggest that a more egalitarian family structure, rather than other options, offers the
best chance of resiliency given the challenges at present and still ahead, yet, in the fashion of an
equal regard construct, I leave how this might be defined over a couple’s life course and
interaction with the financial means for sustenance up to determination of couples in their own
particular situations. I hope that my analysis has argued persuasively that working “toward

mutuality” in interpersonal intimacy is a need and also a challenge that can be met.
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Part One: Defining and Describing Major Themes



Defining and Describing Contemporary Young Adulthood

Judgement is important because none of the answers to the questions that really move us can be
found by following a rule. [...] courage is required to live with the rift that will run through our
lives, however good they may be: ideals of reason tell us how the world should be,; experience
tells us that it rarely is. Growing up requires confronting the gap between the two—without
giving up on either one.”’
Philosopher Susan Neiman
Why Grow Up? Subversive Thoughts for an Infantile Age

INTRODUCTION

What does it mean to become an adult? Is it a better, more advanced state than the
strength and passion of youth, or a marker of decline in vigor and freedom? Psychosocial
developmental theorists such as Erik Erikson and Robert Kegan, drawing upon cognitive
theorists like Jean Piaget before them, evaluated adulthood as an improvement over youth. They
described adulthood as obtaining the capacity to think and relate complexly, which they called
“intimacy.” While Erikson believed that psychosocial development chugged along without pause
or detour because of its basis in biology, Kegan believed that the level of psychological
adulthood he described was something only a third of the adult population—by legal
definition—actually managed to achieve.’® For Kegan, culture was what advanced adulthood,
and often the situations of culture did not train up persons to develop this advanced capacity.
Today such psychological definitions of adulthood contribute to the raging social debate over
what it means to be an adult, what should be achieved in adulthood, and it if is possible—and
even in some cases preferable—not to ever reach such a status.

In a post-industrial neoliberal culture that commodifies and infantilizes at the same time
that it loads an ever increasing burden on the capacity of the individual, no wonder there is a
debate about both what it means to grow up and whether young people want to do so. Young
adults are reacting to what I call a “predictive horizon of impermanence” in which their lives will
undergo constant change and responsibility in a variety of ways. They are alternately fearful and

optimistic, revising what it means to be an adult, and also delaying their approach to it because

97 Susan Neiman, Why Grow Up? Subversive Thoughts for an Infantile Age (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux,
2014), 11-12.

% Robert Kegan, Evolving Self: Problem and Process in Human Development (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Press, 1981), 335.
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of continuing adherence to standards of economic self-sufficiency. They train and prepare
intensely in terms of developing skills that they feel will have some staying power in supporting
them through life’s unpredictability, but, given this very horizon, they feel that preparation at any

1.” Primarily, contemporary young adults try to find some

one point will only be so usefu
integrity in remaining loose and flexible. In particular, they embrace provisional and eclectic
forms of meaning and relationship in this period of their life as they hope for something more
permanent.

In this chapter, following the spirit of Erikson and Kegan, I describe young adulthood
primarily through a psychosocial lens of developing capacities for discernment of faith claims
and commitments, complexity of relationship and engagement, and connection with self and
others. I argue, following these developmental theorists, that these capacities of complexity and
connection take time to develop. Thus, if the higher levels of intimacy are to be accomplished as
Kegan envisions them possible, it is of social benefit that we give this development the time it
needs. More development of the person in terms of capacity to relate to and reflect upon one’s
self and experience, and then do this in engagement with others, ideally leads to more
accomplished, even more ethical, people.

In the first half of this chapter, I will draw together developmental theorists and
theologians to paint a portrait of the psychological challenges of young adulthood and becoming
an adult. Yet not everyone agrees that these capacities of complexity of relationship are possible,
probable, or good in today’s young adults. Critics of young adults decry them as narcissistic or
morally relativist precisely because contemporary young adults declare responsibility and
judgement as for themselves and themselves alone at this stage in their lives.'%

Such critics do not understand, nor empathize, with the anxiety and pressure which
neoliberal culture enacts upon denizens who have known nothing else. So, in the second section
of this chapter, I describe how economic pressure and a rationalist and consumerist mindset

shapes the values and worldviews of contemporary young adult to help explain the pressures

9 Varda Konstam notes that if Emerging Adults felt like they could prepare for and know the future, they would
readily take the advantage. They are not nihilists in the least, but deeply postmodern in their sense that all of life is
change and fluidity, Varda Konstam, The Romantic Lives of Emerging Young Adults, Emerging Adulthood, ed.
Larry Nelson (New York: Oxford University Press, 2019), 322.

190 The most well-known of these critics to the general public is psychologist Jean Twenge and her book Generation
Me: Why Today’s Young Americans are More Confident, Assertive, and Entitled—and more Miserable than ever
Before, 2nd ed. (New York: Atria, 2014), xi.
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under which young adults act. While critics of young adults interpret them as acting out of
diffusion and confusion, in the third section, I highlight how and why young adults psychologize
what it means to be an adult, and out of this sense, defend the role of the self both in becoming
an adult and being spiritual as more personally authentic, relevant, and meaningful than older
perspectives embedded in certain notions of social responsibility. Despite the naysayers, there is
much recent literature which reveals that contemporary young adults are often finding creative
ways to be true to themselves even if this authenticity seems scattered, self-reliant, and strange to

those who have found meaning in different ways.

SECTION ONE: PERENNIAL DEVELOPMENTAL CHALLENGES OF YOUNG ADULTHOOD

In this section, I discuss what I mean by young adulthood as a term and why I choose it
among a variety of alternatives. I outline that young adulthood is commonly thought of by
psychologists, counselors, and developmental theorists as a period of working toward mature
judgement in which one is able to reflect upon one’s inherited faith, discern revisions to this
faith, and articulate and defend it as a guide for making life decisions of career, education, and
family. This necessarily involves a period of exploration of identity, personality, and talents, and
experience with increasing responsibility, seriousness of relationships, and complexity of
personal engagement and work-life integration.

While many people question the way contemporary young adults are going about their
development in this period, I argue against the critics that from a psychological and
developmental point of view, the long, subjective path to adulthood is one we as scholars of
religion should be championing and celebrating. Part and parcel of convincing my readers not to
fear or deride this new, slower journey is showing those who wish to be guides to young adults
the logic behind this process; although I allude to it indirectly by the time we get there, in the
second half of this dissertation I offer greater detail on how scholars of religion can use this
developmental reality to fashion strategies for elaborating and deepening the ethical creativity of

young adults.
Scoping young adulthood
Most human development theorists frame the period of young adulthood by age, often

ranging from 18-29 or 18-35. Most agree that having children or other substantial life
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experiences which create an orientation toward others can propel persons into adulthood well
before the end of this range. Given my interest in making statements of general sociological
applicability, and acknowledging that any age range has a great deal of theoretical variability
within it, I define young adulthood as Jeffrey Jensen Arnett defines “Emerging Adulthood,” in
terms of spanning 18-29 years of age. I do so in part because, if marriage and parenthood are still
indicators of having achieved some modicum of adulthood, 29 is a good cut off year, as Arnett
notes that by 30 years of age 75% of Americans have married and had at least one child.!"!

While I find Arnett’s idea of Emerging Adulthood (EA) fascinating and his constellations
of theorists postulating this idea to be useful interlocutors, I intentionally use the term “young
adulthood” as my lens.!%? The use of the term young adulthood, in my mind, removes this stage
from such culturally specific implications without disputing the veracity of Arnett’s descriptions
of EA as a period of unstable identity. While much of my dissertation speaks to the informality,
ambiguity, and impermanence of intimacy in young adult life, pre-disposing the phase as
unstable works somewhat against my aim of investigating what it means to help young adults
along and through this period toward increasing maturity and settling.

Coining my demographic as “young adults” allows me to touch upon the various debates
about what it means to be mature, as well as what it means to develop and use the capacity of
maturity toward the ethical ends of connection, recognition, and love which I focus on in latter
part of my dissertation. Drawing on the work of relational psychologists, I define maturity as
using skills and sense of self to connect with others.!% Yet legally in the United States, one
becomes mature by reaching the age of majority at 18 years of age. As I have alluded to, in this
sense reaching adulthood is automatic with age and does not require any further achievement of
standards. Contrasting either of these psychological or legal definitions, some would define

adulthood more pragmatically or sociologically as adulthood having been achieved through

101 Jeffrey Jensen Arnett, Emerging Adulthood: The Winding Road from the Late Teens through the Twenties (New
York; Oxford University Press, 2004, 2014), 12.

102 Some developmental theorists, studying adulthood in particular, use the term “early adulthood” and break
adulthood into early, middle, and late, each phase totaling 20 years.

193 This definition stands in contrast to the more classic Freudian notions of maturity as autonomy and distance from
dependent interaction. Emily Souvaine, Lisa L. Lahey, and Robert Kegan note that the notion of development
beyond autonomy is not new, yet I find that the classic notion of the goal of human development as autonomy still
lingers and has ill effect, “Life after Formal Operations: Implications for a Psychology of the Self,” Higher Stages of
Human Development: Perspectives on Adult Growth, ed. Charles N. Alexander and Ellen J. Langer (New York and
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990), 235.

35



securing a measure of sufficient employment leading to financial independence, responsibility
for others through marriage or children, and/or shift in primary responsibility for one’s decisions.
Contemporary young adults’ entrenchment in individualism makes such growth in psychological
capacity a germane, if not frustratingly difficult to measure and observe, way of describing to
them something which is a profound personal achievement.

Despite these difficulties, I nonetheless advocate for moving from a cultural definition of
adulthood as defined by external markers of structured relationship such as marriage and
children, to defining it as a psychological achievement in which one exhibits in their everyday
life a level of complex engagement with ideas, self, and other people. I do this for two main
reasons. The first is for the sake of bridging prior notions of adulthood to young adults’ own
notions of what it means to be an adult today. The second is to intentionally outline expectations
and steps toward this level of what psychologists call intersubjective “self-authorship,” an
psychological ability to direct one’s own personal story, so to speak, so that with this in hand,
scholars and practitioners of religion have a road map for it. I argue this out of a firm belief that
people with greater inter- and intrapersonal capacity are better able to reflect upon the moral
knowledge of their experiences such that they can also integrate this with religious traditions of

practice and wisdom situationally.

Maturing as needing resources, exposure, experience

All developmental theorists concur that developing self-authorship takes a while, for it
takes resources, mentorship, and experience.'® Many, such as Erikson himself, argue that
substantial amounts of exploration are necessary for young adults to master these tasks. Thus,
many contemporary developmental theorists caution against expecting that adulthood can
automatically be achieved at the legal age of maturity of 18, for both biological and socio-
cognitive reasons. For one thing, as religious educator Katherine Turpin contends, the ability to
move through human development stages depends on the resources to do so. It is also the case

that contemporary social and economic conditions can make “novice navigation of life” a tough

104 Sharon Daloz Parks, Big Questions Worthy Dreams: Mentoring Emerging Adults in their Search for Meaning,
Purpose, and Faith, rev. ed. (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2011), 8, 54; James D. Whitehead and Evelyn Eaton
Whitehead, Christian Life Patterns: The Psychological Challenges and Religious Invitations of Adult Life (Garden
City, NY: Doubleday, 1979), 41.
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process.'% Turpin agrees with theorists like Kegan who suggest that changes to environment, not
just biological progression, are necessary in order to develop greater capacity for complex
thinking and intricate interpersonal skills.!°® Turpin does not discount biology, but rather uses it
to further make her case. She notes that complex decision making and appropriate risk
assessment typically become possible as much as a decade after the biological maturity of
puberty.!?” Kegan adds a flourish that even in our 30s we are still seeking mastery, promotion,
recognition, and credentials to give us confidence and identity.!%

Following Kegan and others Turpin suggests that as a culture we should realize that full
adulthood cannot happen at least until young people move out of structured environments such
as a parent’s home, college, or the military.!%’ This environmental independence is what allows
young adults to take the risks and make the decisions they need to make to differentiate from too
easily giving into or isolating from the normative structures around them. Others, such as
Neiman, believe that exposure to substantive difference, which can occur through travel,
education, or learning about others through reading or interaction, is crucial for maturity, but not
sufficient for it.!!° This is because travel, environmental independence, or whatever one wants to
call it, is substantively different from what came before in that the structural assumptions of this
new location are different. Difference must be grappled with on a personal and systemic level
such that this new information is integrated into the person.

Developing this capacity over time often requires a moratorium on major responsibility
within a community, a fact which many cultures, such as the restrictive Amish, recognize as

necessary for an adult claiming of the faith and life of the community.'!! Yet moratorium as a

105 Katherine Turpin, “Younger Adulthood: Exploring Callings in the Midst of Uncertainty,” Calling All Years
Good: Christian Vocation throughout Life’s Seasons, ed. Kathleen A. Cahalan and Bonnie J. Miller-McLemore
(Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 2017), 95-96.

196 Tyrpin, 99.

197 Turpin, 97.

108 Robert Kegan, In Over our Heads: The Mental Demands of Modern Life (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University
Press, 1995), 180.

199 Tyrpin, 97.

110 Neiman, 17.

! Erikson postulated that this passage between adolescence and adulthood often involved a psychosocial
moratorium in which one intentionally put off solidifying personal notions of identity in order to delay its
concomitant responsibilities. Social psychologists Michael W. Pratt and M. Kyle Matsuba note that theorist James

Marcia (1966) took Erikson’s idea of a moratorium and created a four-dimension chart to further detail differences
of identity statuses: identity diffusion (low exploration, low commitment), identity foreclosure (low, high), identity
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facet of young adulthood nonetheless remains a subject of some controversy, as some believe an
abeyance of responsibility is not to be encouraged. While this need for exploration in young
adulthood has been postulated as the case for many years, some religion researchers like
Christian Smith and Patrician Snell and psychologists like Jean Twenge interpret contemporary
incidences of experimentation as a foolish wandering in the wilderness and nothing more. I argue
that such inference lacks much understanding of human development in general, and in particular
what it means to learn and respond to circumstances. On the researchers’ end, I believe it

involves a curious deficiency of empathy.

Working toward maturity: Discerning what to stand for and how to live

Maturity: Theoretical definitions

Gaining maturity for young adults involves exploration and openness, which in turn
provide the necessary conditions to be able to cognitively and interpersonally engage on a
complex level. One of the few theorists to write entire books specifically on adulthood from a
psychoanalytic human development perspective, Calvin Colarusso notes that the aim of reaching
adulthood, psychosocially, is achieving maturity. He defines maturity as:

Maturity refers to that mental state found in healthy adults which is characterized by a
detailed knowledge of the parameters of human existence; a sophisticated level of self-
awareness based on an honest appraisal of one’s own experience within those basic
parameters; and the ability to use this intellectual and emotional knowledge and insight
caringly in relationship to oneself and others.'!?
While psychodynamic practitioners like Colarusso must determine a picture of maturity or health
as a goal for which to work toward with their clients, Colarusso is somewhat unique as a

psychoanalyst in his extensive outlining of definitions of maturity that one might more readily

expect to see coming from psychosocial developmental theorists. Yet there is a lot of common

moratorium (high, low), identity achievement (high, high). Moratorium was actually a status closer to identity
achievement than its opposite, identity diffusion, but moratorium receives the greatest focus in analytic literature
about young adulthood, Michael W. Pratt and M. Kyle Matsuba, The Life Story, Domains of Identity, and
Personality Development in Emerging Adulthood: Integrating Narrative and Traditional Approaches, Emerging
Adulthood, ed. Larry J. Nelson (New York; London: Oxford University Press, 2018), 10-11.

112 Calvin A. Colarusso, Fulfillment in Adulthood: Paths to the Pinnacle of Life (New York; London: Plenum Press,
1984), 2, 5.
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ground in this arena, as psychological maturity involves a certain level of psychological stability,
the primary concern of psychoanalysts. For instance, licensed social worker Bonnie Cushing and
family therapist Monica McGoldrick draw primarily on family systems theory to note that this
period of developing maturity is observable in young adults’ solidifying relationship to money
and becoming successful at business and family management, all tasks that require good
judgment.!'!® As family systems theorists, they are primarily concerned and focused upon how
young adult development affects their place in the social system and the observable, concrete
tasks that are required of young adults as they grow in maturity and responsibility.
Developmental psychologist Fran C. Blumberg and counseling psychologist Melissa
Shuman Zarin comment that developing maturity involves learning to deal with uncertainty and
different situations, to recognize and accept that people live by different ideals, and to accept a
certain degree of relativism and need to engage the contextual nature of decision-making. This
involves gaining emotional regulation, such as greater control over negative moods, the ability to
redirect attention and expression of emotions, and the ability to change one’s response. '
Colarusso articulates that the developmental tasks of young adulthood also include learning to
consistently control impulses, delay gratification, limit and control aggression, and channel
energy into work or other sublimated activities.'!® In another text focusing more on stages of
human development throughout a life-course, Colarusso puts the goal of maturity in tandem with
young adulthood as a phase by indicating how much maturity is reasonable within such a nascent
stage of adulthood. What is reasonable, he and other theorists conclude, is enough psychosocial

ability to begin to take substantive action in one’s life.!!®

113 Bonnie Cushing and Monica McGoldrick, "The Differentiation of Self and Faith in Young Adulthood:
Launching, Coupling, and Becoming Parents,” Human Development and Faith: Lifecycle Stages of Body, Mind, and
Soul, ed. Felicity Kelcourse (St. Louis, MO: Chalice Press, 2015), 246-252.

114 Fran C. Blumberg and Melissa Shuman Zarin, “Development during Adulthood: ‘The Best is yet to Come,””
Handbook of Counseling Women, 1st ed., ed. Mary Kopala and Merle A. Keitel (Thousand Oaks, Calif.: Sage,
2003), 106-116, 111.

115 Calvin A. Colarusso, Child and Adult Development: A Psychoanalytic Introduction for Clinicians (New York;
London: MD Plenum Press, 1992), 145.

116 See also Helen Haste, Klaus Helkama, and Diomedes Markoulis, “Morality, Wisdom, and the Life-Span,”
Lifespan Developmental Psychology, ed. Andreas Demetriou, Willem Doise, and Cornelis van Lieshout (New York:
Wiley and Sons, 1998), 341.
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Maturity as faith development: Toward connected, autonomous thought

My thoughts on the developmental challenges of young adults are guided by the leading
contemporary developmental theorist on young adults, Sharon Daloz Parks, and her idea that
young adulthood is about developing enough identity and gaining sufficient experience to make
courageous judgments.!!” In particular, one is making judgements about what parts of inherited
beliefs, practices, and scripts one can continue to live by and what one must do differently in
new circumstances in order to live a life of integrity and satisfaction. As part of this, other
developmental scholars note that key subskills that help constitute such courageous judgments
involve making psychological peace with the idea of commitment as well as acceptance of
vulnerability as a human condition.!'" Parks sees coming to maturity in faith as a significant
journey, perhaps the biggest journey a person can make at any point in his or her life course.
While this journey can begin in young adulthood, it is important to recognize that how this
discernment of faith is undertaken and what beliefs and behaviors it results in will have
significant repercussions on the rest of a person’s life. How faith is engaged in young adulthood
can prolong a grappling with faith, incite a settling, or encourage moving forward.

Parks describes the journey as one traversing from passive reception of values and
epistemology to a tested, personally claimed version with progress. Turpin, in her own treatise
on young adulthood quotes Parks as writing, “‘To become a young adult in faith is to discover in
a critically aware, self-conscious manner the limits of inherited or otherwise socially received
assumptions about how life works—what is ultimately true and trustworthy, and what counts—
and to recompose meaning and faith on the other side of that discovery.””!!” Neiman comments
that this development of a middle ground between ideals, dogma, and reality is a difficult one to
achieve, because it is so much easier to slide into either refutation that reality does not meet

one’s cherished hopes or abandonment of ideals that only result in disappoint and shame.!*

7T note that my three leading developmental theorists (Erikson, Kegan, and Parks) for this chapter have all taught
in, or been educated by, various departments at Harvard University in the course of their careers. In this regard,
Harvard has been on the cutting edge of human capacity theory such that it is no surprise that my main authors come
from the same general school of thought and stand in contrast to more conservative, static notions of development.

118 Konstam, 23; Donna Freitas, The Happiness Effect: How Social Media is Driving a New Generation to Appear
Perfect at Any Cost (New York: Oxford University Press, 2017), xv.

119 Sharon Daloz Parks, Big Questions, Worthy Dreams, 7, quoted by Katherine Turpin, “Younger Adulthood:
Exploring Callings in the Midst of Uncertainty,” Calling All Years Good: Christian Vocation throughout Life’s
Seasons, ed. Kathleen A. Cahalan and Bonnie J. Miller-McLemore (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 2017), 109.

120 Neiman, 12.
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Developing maturity as testing and exploration

Development theorists agree that testing, of abilities, boundaries, and commitments and
other things, is an important part of developing robust psychosocial abilities and claiming one’s
life as self-authored. Parks distinguishes the journey of coming to a claimed faith as marked by
two different forms of commitment on either end of the passage. The first, probing commitment,
explores many possible forms of truth, roles, relationships, and lifestyles in an effort to assess
what will fit oneself best.'?! Tested commitment, on the other hand, is that of a full adult. It
involves “a sense of fittingness, a recognition that one is willing to make one’s peace and to
affirm one’s place in the scheme of things (though not uncritically).”'?? This sense of fittingness
helps one discern choices that facilitate being able to contribute and commit socially at a variety
of levels.

Colarusso also writes that exploration crucially involves psychological reality testing in
which young people test the limits of their strength and capacity, often through risk.'?* They do
not yet have enough experience and are so rapidly changing that they do not know what of
themselves and their world is physically reliable, in a meta-theoretical sense. Along the same
lines of young adults not being sure of what they can depend on, family therapist Richard Fulmer
observes that young adults try to primarily guide themselves by values out of a lack of having
much life experience to draw from as of yet. He states that this imbalance of values as
navigational weight in comparison to experience in part explains why young adults as a
particular life position represent idealism for many people.!'?* Experience and reality testing,
then, helpfully results in less of a tendency to distort external stimuli because there is more
experience with living, a sense of an inner world, and an increased ability to think and integrate

material.'??

121 Parks, 88.
122 Parks, 91-92.
123 Colarusso, Child and Adult Development, 147.

124 Richard Fulmer, “Becoming an Adult: Leaving Home and Staying Connected,” The Expanded Family Life Cycle:
Individual, Family, and Social Perspectives, 3rd ed., ed. Betty Carter and Monica McGoldrick (Boston: Allyn and
Bacon, 1999), 217.

125 Colarusso, Child and Adult Development, 147.
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Dealing with stress: A part of the phase

Given all that contemporary young adults feel they need to prepare for and juggle, they
experience considerable stress for their age. Since the predictive horizon of demands mentioned
in the Introduction begins to set in as young adults prepare for a career through education or
vocational training, psychological stress impinges upon their lives to considerable degrees even
before they take on much responsibility. In anticipation of a mundane future of adult
responsibility and struggle and the real-time pressures of preparing for a career that will provide
the best chances for happiness and economic sufficiency, research shows that college students
engage in all sorts of measures to reduce and deal with stress, among which are engaging in
extensive partying. '

Although college students have always partied and drunk, young adults in college these
days often turn to excessive drinking and partying, as well as casual sex, to deal with the stress in
increasingly dissociative ways.'?” Christian ethicist Jennifer Beste and her students finds that
their peers often believe that drinking relieves some of accountability or responsibility for their
behavior, particularly sexual behavior. Whether or not they think about this in terms of assault,
they generally indulge in alcohol precisely for an insinuation of lack of culpability; if they are or
a peer are drunk there is some sense that they can then escape full judgment of their actions. '*®

In addition to partying, one of the ways to deal with this stress is to delay serious
engagement in something that might cause someone to lose control and make choices that might
interfere with their self-sufficiency, such as becoming intimate with someone and falling in love.
Sociologist Jennifer Silva notes that, at least for her working-class demographic of young people
whom she studied, “the only way to survive in such a competitive and bewildering labor market

is to become highly elastic and unencumbered by other obligations—including their own

126 According to some studies, Millennial women drink nearly as much as their male counterparts, a significant
generational change from the past when irrespective of age group, men were much more likely to drink more than
women. Despite this approximate contemporary parity in consumption, men are still twice likely to die from alcohol
as women, “Millennial Women Close Historic Drinking Gap,” UWireText, 31 Oct. 2016. General One File.

127 Jennifer Erin Beste, College Hookup Culture and Christian Ethics: The Lives and Longings of Emerging Adults
(New York; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018), 43.

128 Beste, 66; Participatory action research is a style of investigation and research design in which those being
studied help design, ask, and analyze the answers to the questions in the study.
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families.”'?’ Yet sociologist Alison Pugh finds this elasticity of commitment to be a more

common phenomenon across socioeconomic class than just the working-class. '*°

Arnett agrees that young adulthood is a period of life when anxiety is likely to be high
because of the stress of needing to accomplish so much.!'3! Despite this, Arnett notes that rates of
risk behavior such as unsafe sex and drug use during the phase of young adulthood have been
going down for generations.!** The current generation as a whole, while willing to sacrifice some
things to explore what would make them happy in terms of a career, are nonetheless noted for
caution in their financial and personal commitments because of the difficulty of juggling so

many components at once.

Decentering family and intimate commitments for a focus on work, education

Turpin finds young adults spending a significant amount of time devoted to work
spending time with friends, as they are doing, developmentally appropriate. She writes, “Work
that gives younger adults a chance for taking risks, for being in charge of decisions that matter,
and for making a contribution to something bigger than themselves is essential to the process of
discernment of vocation.”!>* While she is rather optimistic about the potential spiritual and moral
outcomes of work, other theorists like Fulmer acknowledge that learning how to work at
something for which others will pay is a primary task of young adulthood that is not always easy
or automatic.'** Arnett and many others who write about the current generation acknowledge that
young adults today have high expectations for work to be fulfilling. For them, employment is

about more than making money.'*> Many young adults look for a job that “clicks with their

129 Jennifer Silva, Coming Up Short: Working-class Adulthood in an Age of Uncertainty (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2013), 31.

130 See Allison Pugh, The Tumbleweed Society: Working and Caring in an Age of Insecurity (New York: Oxford,
2015) and Allison J. Pugh, ed., Beyond the Cubicle: Job Insecurity, Intimacy, and the Flexible Self (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2017).

131 Jeffrey Jensen Arnett, “The Evidence for Generation We and Against Generation Me,” Emerging Adulthood 1
no. 1 (2013), 7.

132 Arnett, “The Evidence for Generation We,” 8.
133 Turpin, 107; also Colarusso, Child and Adult Development, 144.
134 Fulmer, 216.

135 Arnett, Emerging Adulthood, 143.
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developing identity,” though others find the need to prioritize things such as paying the bills. '3
Arnett and others note that, especially today, many of the jobs young adults are able to get in
their early 20s tend to be low-level and temporary.'*” Thus, finding employment that is fulfilling,
sustaining, and helps one develop positively and substantially in identity may be hard to find for
the majority of young adults. If identity in work is a prerequisite or concomitant requirement to
developing romantic intimacy, then no wonder intimacy is treated as a capstone by contemporary

young adults.

Complexity of the oedipal complex, revisited anew

Erikson believed that young adulthood was the period in life when persons first had the
opportunity for significant intimacy in their lives because of this very ability to handle
substantially new information that comes from having experienced close, deep, and different
contact with others at increasing levels of intensity. Cushing and McGoldrick mention that, in
psychological language, young adulthood involves differentiation of self by which the person
reaches a state of self-knowledge and definition that does not rely upon acceptance or rejection
of others while still being well involved with them.!¥ They write, “We may think of a core
spiritual task of the young adult life-cycle phase as involving making room for the ‘Other,’” be it
a partner, children, or diversity in community.'** Meaningfully “making room for the other”
requires a complexity of thinking that can be a euphemism for all manner of new contests of
relating and responsibility at the brink of adulthood. This is inclusive of intimate partnership but
also goes beyond it. Cushing, McGoldrick, and others believe that failing to develop well in this
regard results in a situation of isolation rather than intimacy.

As part of this development toward a healthy sense of self in relation to others, Cushing
and McGoldrick emphasize that one of the key issues for young adult development is the need to
be able to shift from ideal love, either in concept or initial relationship, to accepting and working

with the actual person who is available before them. !’ Fulmer also writes that persons are

136 Arnett, Emerging Adulthood, 145.
137 Arnett, Emerging Adulthood, 10.
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tempted to stay infatuated with the ideal love because such perfection allows one to avoid the
negative or conflicted feelings, concomitant with imperfection, which necessarily come with a
balanced life.!*! Thus, to transform a young romantic relationship into a mature one, the
counselors remark that couples must address family of origin triangles, multigenerational family
relationship patterns and taboos, and unresolved issues in attempts to couple and marry.'** As
members of a couple young adults must also renegotiate many issues they had previously defined
for themselves individually.'* Cushing and McGoldrick further note that differences in class and
economic status between partners emerge at this level of complexity and enmeshment. These
must also be negotiated, or underlying conflict will remain.'#*

Colarusso remarks that psychoanalytic learning about self from a significant Other is
often solidified and increased by sex. He writes:

The achievement of adult sexual intimacy produces significant intrapsychic change.
Through the repeated fusion of sex and love, the self is increasingly identified with the
partner. The superego may become more flexible and tolerant as sexual thoughts, feelings
and practices are repeated in relation to the esteemed partner. Feminine or masculine
aspects of the self are projected onto and accepted and loved in the partner. The ego ideal
is altered by the inclusion of the partner’s aspirations for the couple’s future, particularly
in regard to the major aspects of young adult life.!*
In short, Colarusso is describing how the experience of sexual intimacy offers young adults a
particular type of affirmation and identification—and with it gentle challenge— with their sexual
partner that is distinct from relationships that have come before. In some ways, healthy sexual
experience allows for a person to become more flexible and tolerant with him or herself and
others. Relative to my focus on how this experience teaches people to become partners, the type

of capacity developed by sexual experience involves being able to shift from self-involvement to

beginning to think like a householder.'*®
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McGoldrick, in her own writing, highlights that marriage is often seen as a way to
attempt to assure the achievement of relational complexity when confronted with the need to
engage on a complex level called for by intimate closeness. She writes:

Marriage, more than any other life transition, is viewed as the solution to life’s

problems such as loneliness, work/career uncertainty, or extended family

difficulties. [....] Marriage requires that two people renegotiate a great many

issues they have previously defined individually or in their families of origin,

such as when and how to eat, sleep, talk, have sex, fight, work, and relax.'%’

Human development theorists James and Evelyn Whitehead caution that while marriage stands
culturally as an archetype of “mutual regulation of complicated patterns” and thus of having the
psychological resources of intimacy, this equivalency is not always accurate in reality. In fact,
marriage at a young age likely often has more to do with issues of identity than with those of
intimacy.'*® They presciently suggest that contemporary young people might need considerable
time to figure out who they are and if marriage fits into their life picture.'#’

Psychologist Christina Doherty notes that there is still a cultural expectation that women
want to have children and relationships as part of their vision of a mature, whole life. !>
Contrastingly, Fulmer remarks that culturally, men must be seen as courageous and independent
in order to feel that they have come of age.!*! Sociologist Michael Kimmel seconds this, yet
provides a word of caution in his book Guyland that young men have difficulty transitioning

after college.!>> Men stay in a holding pattern of not seeking to mature and prepare for adult life

right away, claims Kimmel.!>* He notes that there is “nary a word about gender” in Arnett and
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his companions’ work, yet Kimmel states that young adulthood is arguably the most gendered
stage of all the stages of human development.'>*

Whether or not one agrees with the claim that young adulthood is the most gendered state
of development, it is clear that the conflicting development of men and women at this time
results in make balancing work and family a challenge of young adulthood particularly felt by
young women. In addition to expectation, empirical data reveals consistently that women today
are still doing more “second shift” work than men in terms of having a larger responsibility for
care work and household management in addition to their paid work. Cushing and McGoldrick
note that, traditionally, once young adults become parents, whatever values of egalitarianism
they may or may not have espoused and practiced earlier, raising children shifts couples back to
more traditional divisions of labor, with women typically taking on more hours per week of
responsibilities than men.!>> Some young adults, particularly women, find this to be a challenge
to their ideals, whereas others expect it. Yet egalitarianism is not the only challenge to ideals that
young adults encounter in the pressure cooker that is neoliberalism. In the final two sections of
this chapter I meditate on the interactions between culture and understandings of millennial
agency writ large, and the outcomes of this cultural influence, before transitioning to a longer

engagement with the concept of intimacy.

Making choices and commitments that winnow options

Colarusso writes that, while the beginning of young adulthood involves the loosening of
restrictions through steady exploration, maturing through the phase of young adulthood, involves
making choices among options that then narrows the realm of possibilities what any particular
life will probably entail in terms of careers, family, and resources. He describes this process
specifically as one of loss from a psychoanalytic perspective when he scribes, “The superego/ego
ideal must also deal with the realistic need to narrow choices, abandoning many of the unattained
goals from childhood and adolescence without undue guilt or excessive mourning while
gratifying the self for successful choices made and achievements realized.”!'*® Pastoral theologian

Jaco Hamman notes that this winnowing down by making choices enables one to be a

154 Kimmel, 22-23.
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responsible, caring, ethical person. However, Hamman counsels, this involves realizing one’s
limits around omnipotence and finitude in the face of eventual death. !>’

While choosing and acknowledging limits involves some amount of loss, with a
narrowing of choices comes clarity. Arnett, positively, sees becoming an adult as knowing what
one’s priorities are.'>® In sum, Parks claims that the pervasive ambivalence for which many
critiques malign contemporary young adults is not merely transitional, but rather a substantial—
and valuable—part of emerging adulthood.'*” She sees an expansive challenge occurring at this
life stage that entails much more than just learning to be intimate; it also includes a chance and

need for young adults to fundamentally evaluate, reengineer, and claim their world view.

Embracing moratorium and ambivalence as developmentally helpful, appropriate

Given how this depth of complexity requires that persons who were recently adolescents
develop a whole new way of being, thinking, and relating, this often and understandably involves
a keen period for self-involvement. In order to put sufficient energy into developing this new
level of capacity in themselves, and to deal with the stress of the demands for preparing for adult
life, young people often pull back from obligations to their families of origin and delay
developing families of choice.!®® In their book Souls in Transition: The Religious and Spiritual
Lives of Emerging Adults, Smith and Snell describe this unsettled nature of contemporary young
adults well. They write:

Except for those who have already settled down, the majority of emerging adults
are very clear that their lives are not settled. The seemingly endless succession of
life transitions they undergo highlights that fact. Rather than being settled, most of
them understand themselves to be in a phase of life that is free, fluid, tentative,
experimental, and relatively unbound. They want to enjoy it while it lasts.'®!

157 Jaco J. Hamman, Growing Down: Theology and Human Nature in the Virtual Age (Waco, TX: Baylor University
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Smith and Snell accurately report this as a theme of contemporary young adulthood, and
acknowledge the socially constructed nature of human development through the life span, '%? as
well as the enormity of the data they present in terms of understanding it all and figuring out its
implications.'®® Yet for all the accuracy, depth, and thoughtful approaches they bring to their
project sociologically, when it comes to some of the more interesting differences around young
adults resistance to morally judge others, or come up with a moral articulation for their own
lives, Smith and Snell stop being so sociologically generous. They insinuate such postmodern
changes as having an edge of short-sightedness and move to rash judgment of their own rather
than pursuing such difference with curiosity and compassion. While they provided the most
comprehensive and in-depth book on the religious lives of contemporary young adults at the
time, the fact that they did not pursue this avenue of investigation further is disappointing. It
furthermore fails to do as much as it could to help young adults and those who support them.
Without having had the time and space to do original research of my own with young adults, I
nonetheless attempt to dig deeper into querying the moral aspects of their lives and how these
can be further guided with the aid of psychological, ethical, and marginalized perspectives.

A moratorium on responsibility can make some people who feel life is best defined by
responsibility feel uncomfortable,'®* so does the idea of ambiguity. While they are indirect about
why they find the subjectivity and social delay of young adults incredulous, I assume that it has
something to do with what Smith and Snell find as valuable to life, what they consider
constitutive of morality, and how these factors shape a perspective on what it should mean to
grow up. There is a lot of ambiguity in the lives of young adults. Thus, it is also important for
scholars and practitioners of religion to understand, and not deride, the strategic, existential value
of ambiguity as a concept. As double-edged of a coin as exploration, in terms of being valuable
or detrimental depending on how it is used, ambiguity can be positively used in a cycle of
epistemological hermeneutics as a form of openness and lack of predetermination in the service
of searching for a deeper sense of realness and truth. I do not think that they would agree with

most developmental theorists that an elongated young adulthood provides a situation and process

162 Smith and Snell, 6.
163 Smith and Snell, 9.

164 Sociologist Alison Pugh notes that notions of duty, honor, and obligation are moral orientation points amidst the
chaos of contemporary insecurity, which some people bear down on in response to greater insecurity, Alison Pugh,
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which can generate a strong sense of self and the skills to live this self out productively and
fruitfully in mid-life.

Contra Smith and Snell, as a representative of the human development field, Parks argues
that not only should we embrace exploration for the sake of young adults, but also for the greater
cultural conceptualization of what it means to be adult, as well as progress to deeper levels of
being an adult and a person of faith. Parks hopes that seeing young adulthood as a massive
journey toward self-knowledge and claimed value “may deepen our appreciation of the courage
and cost of the journey toward a mature, adult faith, and encourage us to re-examine our
assumptions about the formation of adulthood [...] and our own capacity to live meaningful adult
lives.”'® I agree, and furthermore believe that uplifting the magnitude and foundation of all that
goes into becoming a successful adult is necessary theoretical support to coming to expect more

development out of the adulthood periods on a cultural level. %

SECTION TWO: YOUNG ADULTHOOD IN NEOLIBERALISM

The “guerilla” self: Response and resistance

Young people today believe that they will spend their lives improvising their situation,
goals, and desires in any given moment without much of an ability to predict or plan for the
future because of the nature of the postmodern, neoliberal society in which they live. Multiple
scholars such as Silva have made note of the impact of constant change and precariousness in

contemporary times and how this requires a constant remaking of the self, or at least a self which

165 Parks, Big Questions, 10; this discernment of a well-developed conscience is not just noted by optimistic
developmental theorists, but by ethicists too. Ethicist Paul Wadell notes that a well-developed conscience requires
the courage to be one’s own person rather than a child who submits only to the authority of others, Paul J. Wadell,
Happiness and the Christian Moral Life: An Introduction to Christian Ethics, 3rd ed. (Landham, MD: Rowman and
Littlefield, 2016), 196.

166 Adulthood as a developmental concept is undertheorized because we as a human society have only recently had a
critical mass of adults who were able to live long enough to be generative beyond procreation, so there is much yet
to be done in this area of research. See Carol Hren Hoare, Erikson on Development in Adulthood: New Insights from
the Unpublished Papers (Oxford University Press, 2002) for the reasons behind this, and for what has been
developed in theory since, Jack Demick and Carrie Andreoletti, ed., Handbook of Adult Development (New Y ork:
Kluwer Academic/Plenum, 2003).
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is open to being refashioned and modified. However, few have delved into just what it means to
improvise and respond as an ethical strategy and a psychological reality.'®’

Two of the only scholars to do so, social theorists Luke Howie and Perri Campbell, have
deemed the self of contemporary young people as a “guerilla self,” a form of fighting back
against a system organized against them through using the terms of the system against itself to
eke out some space for substantive living.'*® Howie and Campbell elaborate:

Guerrilla selthood is a term used to designate types of identity that require participation
through resistance, institutionalization through the appearance of not being
institutionalized and individualism in the midst of a failure of individualism. In building
this concept we draw a literature where the guerrilla metaphor has been deployed to
signify moments where the weapons of the system are turned upon themselves. It is, we
argue, a style of thinking the exercises imagination and resists attempts to exterminate
ambivalence [....] The guerrilla self is ravaged by uncertainty and doubt. But it is
hopeful.!’

The common practice of contemporary young adults re-appropriating negative terms toward the
positive, such as hearty interest among many for reclaiming the homophobic slur “queer,” is an
example of such resistance that may appear no different from dominant modes of production, but
actually is a form of resistance by serving to open up spaces for exploration and freedom from
constriction.!”” Both the hopeful and the agential elements of contemporary young adults
growing up in neoliberalism is particularly important for scholars of religion to understand. Such
nuanced form of action can often seem like inaction or apathy, writes scholar of millennials and
media Alison Novak.!”! Contemporary young adults are often cynical about the world, but

somewhat optimistic about their own capacity without reasons given for why.!”?

167 For scholars who research people’s work-life responses to such change, see Joan C. Williams, Reshaping the
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At first glance, contemporary young adults making their own rules through de-
institutionalization rather than outright, organized resistance can seem like giving into the system
of over preening individualism. They are not rebels, as editorialist Laura Marsh points out.
Rather, they do things differently than those who were more affluent because of their status of
economic standing. Marsh writes,

Do we use Zipcar because we are ideologically committed to sharing, or because car

ownership is still out of reach for a lot of people and renting piecemeal is the next best

thing? Does a married couple decide to live with roommates because of their ‘openness to
communal living’ or because people in New York face impossible rents?'”3
The distinguishing line between capitulation to the pressures and tweaking them to find
breathing room for hope is hard to see clearly. Yet it is there. This is an interesting paradox that
befuddles researchers to such a degree that it shows up the titles of their books.!7*

It is hard to grasp how Millennials view the world, what they prioritize, what they
consider possible and probable, and what they actually end up doing with their lives without
understanding the extent to which Millennials are a product of their material and psychological
environment. In this second section, I focus on how the material and political environment of
neoliberalism shapes the millennial generation as contemporary young adults.'”> An environment
of neoliberalism and its accompanying culture of postmodernism primarily results in two main
drives for contemporary young adults of pursuing and valuing self-reliance and authenticity to a
distinct degree.!”® I intentionally use the concept of self-reliance rather than the more commonly
used notion of individualism because self-reliance is affiliated with where one draws a sense of

security. Out of a similar sense, Howie and Campbell describe the political agency of
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contemporary young adults as enacting the “guerilla self” which responds to the constrictions of
intense privatization and personal responsibility in a hyper-capitalist society by using that very

individualism turned in on itself to hopeful ends.

Neoliberalism’s shaping factors

Millennials have never known an economic-cultural system other than neoliberalism.
Cultural historians such as David Harvey identify the era of neoliberalism as an economic and
cultural shift toward ever greater deregulation and privatization, commodification by putting
things into ever greater financial terms, and globalization through advances in technology which
began in 1979, kicked off by Ronald Regan in the United States and Margaret Thatcher in
Britain.!”” 1979 is the year before the first of the Millennials were born. Therefore, the millennial
generation is more likely than previous generations to naturalize neoliberal values and patterns as
simply “the way life is.”!’® It is a system in which national borders no longer matter with the
advent of global companies and global flow of capital. Scholars often call this a “post-
Westphalian time” in which the fluidity of previous borders and systems of order no longer
apply, including the rules of war and who is considered an enemy and friend.!”

Suzanne Leonard, writing about how neoliberalism and notions of marriage have
developed together sums up neoliberalism as a cultural and economic system which “prioritizes
the belief that people are actualized agents who should act in their own self-interest, exercise free
choice, and accept personal responsibility for their decisions and behaviors.”!®" These values
make the idea of romance and committed interpersonal relationship into something which has a
particularly strong ideological hold over people and how they evaluate their own sense of agency

and choice. As others who research gender and neoliberalism also note, as the world appears
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ever harsher, persons are all the more interested in the idealism of romance as a reason to be

hopeful about the future. '8!

Self-reliance and the “mood economy”

Silva describes this life for young adults as one in which they pursue and participate in a
“mood economy’ to distract and psychologically insulate themselves from all of the dangers of
which sociologist of modernity Ulrich Beck coined in the mid-1980s as a “risk society.” A risk
society is a particular way of assigning responsibility of risk to individuals, making them need to
plan and prepare for the numerous risks of falling behind or not succeeding that can exist in a
society with limited to non-existent communal supports for workforce preparation and
healthcare.!®? Silva writes, “the mood economy generates a particular sense of dignity,
wellbeing, and progress that shores up the culture of competition, self-reliance, and self-blame
that they are growing up in.”'8? Other writers have described the worldwide economy that
contributes to this mood economy as harsh and unstable.'®* This is the environment that creates
and defines the “guerilla self.”

Silva notes that today self-reliance is bolstered and defined by an idea that one can, and
should, achieve maturity psychologically through individualistic, therapeutic means. She remarks
that 70% of her respondents viewed themselves as their greatest risk and potential pitfall in
life.'85 Thus, getting oneself right psychologically is particularly important, since, in the minds of
Millennials, psychological immaturity serves as the leading factor in keeping one from surviving
and thriving. Silva writes, “In teaching young people that they alone can manage their emotions
and heal their wounded psyches, the therapeutic ethos dovetails with neoliberal ideology in such
a way as to make powerless working-class young adults feel responsible for their own
happiness.”!8¢ Silva remarks that her respondents report that they are not willing to help others

who are in need. Silva writes, “Over and over again, the men and women I interviewed told me
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that growing up means learning not to expect anything from anyone.”'®” As young people feel
betrayed and overwhelmed by institutions, they are particularly afraid of the financial costs of
reaching out.'®® Silva notes that of course, educational and social capital obtainment help many
working class young adults feel self-sufficient and mature, but these methods of obtaining self-
reliance are often not as compelling and alluring as processes of working through both earlier
issues of dysfunction with family of origin and issues of personal temperament, coping with
stress, and surviving addiction.'® Other scholars of Millennials also note that contemporary
young adults are more likely to rely upon individualized, personal safety nets of themselves,
friends, and family rather than institutions such as churches which used to be used as social
safety nets.!”® For those who do not have access to educational and social capital, the dignity one
must gain through psychological and characterological improvement therefore only intensifies.
In his book Caring for Souls in a Neoliberal Age, pastoral theologian and counselor
Bruce Rogers-Vaughn identifies neoliberalism as the main factor in “shaping how, why, and to
what degree individuals suffer” by encouraging people to seek “symptom relief and personal
responsibility rather than communion, wholeness, and meaning-making.”'*! Millennials exhibit
this encouragement, often living lives turned inward and toward escape. While this assessment of
human suffering is considered “sweeping” by other members of the pastoral care field such as
Mary Clark Moschella, its ability to name concisely and directly how neoliberalism can
negatively affect behavior is helpful for gaining a better understanding of the basic worldview of

the Millennial generation.'*?

Privatization of suffering, education, work, debt, responsibility, care
In addition to encouraging self-reliance as a value, neoliberalism is also marked by
increased financialization through greater stock market fortunes tied up in a lightning-fast global

market. This financialization-as-world-view results in Millennials not only treating life,
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particularly the dating life, as if it is a market, but also to think of things in terms of financial
assets more than ever before.!”® This greater focus on assets, but not necessarily status, is in part
because Millennials have taken on greater levels of debt at earlier ages, especially in comparison
to earning power, than any previous generation.'*

The amount of student loan debt students have needed to take on in order to graduate
with their degrees has doubled just since 2007,'%° with the average undergraduate receiving their
diploma after taking on $30,000 in debt.!*® This would be less problematic if debt incurred
through earning a bachelor’s degree guaranteed a more secure footing in the workplace, but it
often does not for a variety of reasons, including low entry level pay, a high cost of living and
mobility, lack of networking skills and social capital, and lack of meaningful advancement.
Millennial author Anya Kamentez writes in her book Generation Debt that “The-life-as-quest
approach can have costly consequences when it involves student loan debt.”'*” This is
particularly true in an environment like today in which 30% of American workers fall into
various alternative work arrangements that do not involve steady, full-time work with regular
hours.!®

In addition to the instability of work, the unparalleled influence and expectation of higher
education upon contemporary young adults is perhaps one of the most formative factors of this

generation distinct from those who came before.!”” Scholar of young adults Joanna Wyn notes

that, over the past three decades in Western countries, people have begun to leverage education
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to negotiate the uncertainty of both personal transitions and wider social change.?*" In this way,
formal education is now more central to the possibility of future success and security, and yet
also more marginal as Millennials think more broadly about education and training over the
course of their lives.?*! Yet while some are leveraging education for skill building, Silva notes
that many working-class persons feel that education helps them prepare for a good job, rather
than good skills, and that they themselves are to blame if this equation does not turn out
successfully for them.?> While now more than one in three people between ages of 25 and 39
have a college degree,?* community college and associates degrees help boost these numbers.
This means that many young adults are “between-college youth” who move in and out of
employment and school for various reasons.?** Many never finish, and even those who do often
find it difficult to leverage a community college degree toward better working conditions.*
My thesis of self-reliance and authenticity as two primary drives for young adults stems
from the way in which Silva connects various neoliberal influences to the value outcomes among
the young adults she studies. Having discussed self-reliance and financialization, I now turn to
how Silva connects self-reliance and authenticity, which I find integral to understanding
Millennial behaviors, worldviews, and values. Silva identifies the contemporary trends of
unpredictability and risk as contributing to young adults’ search for authenticity. She writes of
her generation, “the more our futures seem uncertain and unknowable, and the more
individualistic we are forced to become, the greater our need to find and express our authentic
selves.”?%® Thus, organized religion through churches and denominations, relationship frames
such as marriage, and labels in general are all forms of larger association which Millennials

actively reject or evade.
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Seeking postmodern “authenticity”
Secularism scholars Joseph O. Baker and G. Smith Buster describe contemporary culture

at large as moving toward “personal authenticity,”?%’

yet what this buzzword means needs to be
unpacked. When used by befuddled members of older generations, authenticity is ridiculed as
some sought after but evasive and ambiguous level of truth. However, authenticity can and does
mean more than “truth.” Its etymology and Millennial usage point to this. According to the
Merriam-Webster dictionary, the adjective “authentic” means worthy of acceptance as truthful.
Yet I find it important to note that an antonym of authentic is obsolete.?® Authentic is what is
relevant, as well as what is true.?%” Others, such as Jon Perrin, describe authenticity as pertaining
a certain level of warmth,?!° a heat which might indicate back to a level of relevance.
Chenandoah Nieuwsma, commenting on the epistemology of Millennials, describes their
quest for authenticity as a form of hyper-subjectivity. For them, something has to be personally
believable to be compelling and thus true. In this realm of hyper-subjectivity, facts and
rationality no longer matter to the degree that they used to, because personal experience can
bump all other factors. In typical subjectivity, hearing data and analysis is filtered through
personal points of reference, Nieuwsma notes, but this new form of hyper-subjectivity is about
filtering something through personal reference not just to draw personal connections to it but
rather to evaluate and draw a verdict on its utter veracity. 2!! Nieuwsma notes that while weak
hyper-subjectivity leads to a resistance to judge which results in toleration, strong hyper-
subjectivity leads to difficulty finding common ground between people and their claims because

rationality cannot be appealed to.?!> When the term authentic is used by and about Millennials, it
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indicates a certain intensity of connection inductively determined through first-hand, eclectically
sourced, embodied experience. This helps explain why some behaviors and ways of being are
more meaningful to Millennials than to others.

Spiritual director and author of Hungry Souls, Holy Companions: Mentoring a New
Generation of Christians Patricia Hendricks writes that contemporary young adults are
thoroughly postmodern in their expectations and behavior. As such, they value personal
experience as authoritative over abstract belief. She notes, “the postmodern thinker is more open
to learning about religion through stories and experience rather than theological constructs.”?!3
He or she is also skeptical of authority.?'* Therapist Julie Tilsen notes in her book Therapeutic
Conversations with Queer Youth, that taking a queer, postmodern approach to her clients and
their development of identity and agency involves recognizing that self and the process to
knowledge cannot, contra Kant, be separated from the knowledge itself, which is why young
adults, particularly ones with queer orientations, feel like they must experience something
through trial and error, in order to know anything.?!> These characteristics of postmodernism
undergird Millennials’ distaste for labels, institutions, and predetermined frameworks precisely
because they are impersonal. In a nutshell, a quest for authenticity that can only be defined
personally and through experience makes structures and forms that are not created through
personal experience no longer matter for Millennials.?!®

This postmodern worldview which questions the solidity of grand narratives and grand
promises is bolstered in part by the experiences of intimate love they saw modeled by their
parents. Raised in a generation in which parental divorce was among the highest rates ever at

around 30-40%, the specter of divorce greatly influences how Millennials approach marriage and

intimate enmeshment.?!” In general, it makes them feel as if nothing is permanent and adult
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