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xiii

INTRODUCTION

I met Flo Friesen when I was twenty-nine years old. I was in my 

first year of teaching at the University of Sioux Falls, a Christian 

liberal arts college in South Dakota. Flo and I were scheduled to 

team teach a two-week class on world missions. At least that’s 

how it was stated in the college catalog. But in truth, Flo would 

teach the class, and I would assist her by doing all the grading. In 

addition, I would have the pleasure of learning a great deal from 

Flo during that two-week period.

Flo, around sixty years old when I met her, had beautiful white 

hair and was full of energy, insight, and fun. Since she had been a 

missionary for thirty years in Muslim-majority countries, she was 

an expert on missions, particularly missions to Muslims. But the 

characteristic that stood out the most to me about Flo was that 

she had never been married. Ever. As a result she had no children. 

None. Looking back I find it somewhat pathetic that my primary 

interest in this wonderful woman focused on a “negative” issue, 

on something that I perceived she lacked. Even so, I have a great 

deal of empathy for my former self, as I do for the college women 

I meet each year who can’t imagine a life in which they remain 
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xiv Introduction

single. As a twenty-nine-year-old, I was single. Very single. I had 

never had a boyfriend, I’d only been on a few dates, and I lived 

in South Dakota, a state whose entire population is smaller than 

that of the city where I attended graduate school. Now residing 

in South Dakota, I had to admit that the odds were not with me 

as far as future marriage was concerned. But I was bothered by 

more than just the numbers. In the few months before I’d met Flo, 

I had begun to feel strongly that God did not have marriage in my 

future. And this was not the word from God that I was looking for.

Like so many women who attend Christian liberal arts colleges 

throughout America, I had a basic expectation that I would meet 

my husband in college. However, I considered myself a little less 

desperate than my fellow female students for two reasons. First, 

I had decided not to date during my freshman year in order to 

establish my own “identity” before I became attached at the hip 

to my future husband. Second, I had decided that I did not want 

to get married until I was twenty-four, as opposed to the traditional 

twenty-two. This decision was based primarily on my desire to 

have a bathroom all to myself. I’d grown up in a family of seven 

who all shared one bathroom. In college I’d be living in a dorm and 

again sharing the bathroom. The beckoning vision of my very own 

bathroom was more than enough reason to delay marriage for two 

years. Still, I had always assumed that once I reached twenty-four, 

marriage would be waiting for me. But that’s not what happened.

As planned, I did not date my freshman year. Or my sophomore 

year. Or my junior year. Or my senior year. I have to admit, by 

senior year I found myself quite puzzled. While all my friends were 

sporting engagement rings, planning weddings, and deciding, with 

their fiancés, where they would live and work, I found myself all 

alone with the latter two big decisions. I think I felt confused more 

than anything else. I had always assumed there would be a man 
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in my life by this time, and I didn’t quite know how to proceed 

without one. I had never planned for or envisioned such a future.

Not quite sure what else to do, but knowing I didn’t want to 

simply move back in with my parents and wait for Prince Charming 

to show up, I found a job in Washington, DC, with a Christian legal 

association. The job was mind-numbing in its lack of complexity 

and nuance. I hated every minute I spent at work, and every min-

ute I wasn’t at work I dreaded going back. Within six weeks I was 

looking at catalogs for graduate school, specifically for seminary.

After several months of filling out applications and awaiting 

decisions, I was accepted to Gordon-Conwell Theological Sem-

inary and was ready to take a new step into the future. During 

this time I remember several older friends making jokes about 

finding a husband at seminary. I hoped they were right, but I 

also had a sinking feeling that within the subculture of Christian 

evangelicalism, a woman with a seminary degree was probably less 

likely to get married, not more. But I had decided to follow my 

mother’s advice, which she had gotten from her mother: “Follow 

your bliss.” I figured that if I couldn’t be married, at least I could 

be doing something interesting.

Seminary was a wonderful experience. I had incredible classes 

and teachers, amazing friends, and fascinating, beautiful work to 

do. But still no boyfriend. I don’t think I minded all that much. I 

began to see that life could be quite interesting as a single person. 

However, as graduation loomed and I faced yet another transition 

into an unknown future, I began to mind quite a bit. Why did I 

always have to do everything alone? I asked myself this question 

fairly often.

The next logical step seemed to be more graduate school, so 

off I went to the University of Aberdeen in Scotland to pursue a 

PhD. It was a hard first year—very lonely, lots of cold, dark days 

Introduction
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xvi Introduction

in the library or my office. But I navigated through it and spent 

the following year working on my PhD back in the United States, 

where I studied in a state university library and lived with my 

parents. During that year I participated in a small-group book 

study with two amazing women, one of whom would later become 

my sister-in-law. But at the time we were all single. We read and 

discussed great books that year, and we spent a good deal of time 

talking about guys, dating, and marriage. Those two women were 

a great refreshment to me after a year of loneliness. They were 

true friends, and we could talk with each other about anything, 

which included discussing things like theology for hours at a time. 

When I suggested reading German theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer, 

they happily agreed! We also discussed our occupations at length, 

including the ethical challenges involved in those jobs. (One of my 

friends was a parole officer and the other was a pharmacist.) They 

were professional, thoughtful, and faithful to God in ways I found 

exciting. This group marked one of my first adult experiences of 

deep community outside of my nuclear family.

During the third year of my PhD program I was fortunate enough 

to get a job: a one-year position teaching theology at Dordt College, 

a Christian liberal arts college in Sioux Center, Iowa. It was very 

exciting to see my schooling so successfully drawing to a close! I 

held the unspoken hope that my romantic life would take off once 

I had a real job and my own place to live. (Believe it or not, I still 

had not had a bathroom all to myself!) This job meant moving to 

Sioux Center, a lovely town of about six thousand people, many 

of whom are students and the rest of whom are married. I quickly 

realized that while Sioux Center would be great for my career, it 

was not going to do much for my marriage hopes.

Professionally, my year at Dordt was wonderful. I taught classes 

I had dreamed of teaching for years. I worked with colleagues who 
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respected my intellect and passion for theology and who were 

simply charming people. And I had students—boy did I have stu-

dents! Eager students, smart students, hurting students, confused 

students, struggling students. At twenty-seven years old, I was 

close enough in age to identify with much of what they were going 

through, and yet many of them expected me to give them a word 

of wisdom in the midst of their questions and ideas and experi-

ences. The entire year was invigorating, exciting, and exhausting. 

On top of teaching a full load throughout the year, I also finished 

my dissertation and made plans to defend it. The lack of romance 

in my life was noticeable but not overwhelming.

One major reason I did not feel the lack of romance too keenly 

was that a wonderful couple in Sioux Center drew me into their 

family circle. Danny Hitchcock (no relation) was a psychology 

professor at Dordt, also in his first year. I met Danny and his wife, 

Patti, before school started, and we quickly became friends. They 

were more than just casual friends; they expressly sought to include 

me in the life of their family (at the time they had three young 

sons). It started when Danny asked me to come over for lunch 

one afternoon in September. At the end of lunch that day, Patti 

suggested that I come for lunch once a week. I gladly accepted and 

to this day look back so fondly on those Tuesday afternoon meals. 

Soon I was in a Bible study with Danny and Patti, and they regu-

larly included me in family fun. It was an important experience 

for me to be part of a family that was not my own—to be part of 

a family while I was a single adult.

Even while this was happening, once I finished my dissertation, 

I did feel a sense of loneliness and, worse, impending doom. Dordt 

offered to renew my contract, which I was thankful for, but I was 

also desperately looking for another job. Dordt was wonderful; 

however, I knew that Sioux Center was not the place I wanted to 

Introduction
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xviii Introduction

spend the rest of my life, because it was giving me visions of myself 

at fifty-seven, still single, still living in the same little apartment, 

still teaching the same classes. The only differences between my 

future vision and present reality were that in the vision I was very, 

very old, and surrounded by dozens of cats. I clearly had no idea 

what it actually looked like to be single for an extended period of 

time. This vision of my future was somewhat terrifying, and as a 

result, I applied for teaching jobs around the country. One came 

through and I took a job at the University of Sioux Falls in Sioux 

Falls, South Dakota. Sioux Falls was only about an hour’s drive 

from Sioux Center, but it was significantly larger and offered more 

opportunities. The main opportunity that appealed to me was the 

prospect of maybe, finally, meeting my future husband.

That said, the confidence I had on entering college that of course 

I’d get married (didn’t everyone?) had been dwindling. An uncom-

fortable suspicion started to grow: maybe marriage was not in my 

future. This suspicion was several times confirmed by Scripture in 

ways that quite honestly freaked me out. For example, I had writ-

ten my mother an email expressing, in some semidisguised way, 

my desire to get married and my concern that it wasn’t happening. 

Her reply concluded with a Bible reference, which I eagerly looked 

up. It was Luke 10:38–42, which is the story of Mary sitting at 

Jesus’s feet and being commended for choosing the better way. I 

was appalled that my mother pointed me to this passage. Was she 

saying that the role of housekeeper (and by extension, wife) was 

not a role that was in my future, and not one I should even hope 

for? In desperation I looked back through my mother’s response 

for evidence that she believed I would get married. Suddenly I 

realized I had looked up the wrong passage. I can’t remember what 

passage she recommended, but it wasn’t Luke 10:38–42. Relief 

swept through me, soon followed by more suspicion. Maybe my 
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“mistake” had really been the leading of the Holy Spirit, prompting 

me to consider a life of study and quiet rather than husband and 

children. The idea that the Holy Spirit had led me to this verse was 

even more disturbing to me than the idea that my mother had. I 

quickly tried to push the thought from my mind.

Soon after, I was reading 1 Corinthians and came to chapter 7, 

which includes Paul’s infamous endorsement of singleness. Now 

I was really worried. Suddenly the Bible seemed full of the idea 

that I might not get what I wanted, that maybe some things, like 

the kingdom of God, were even more important than marriage 

and children. I made all the theological arguments in my head 

(after all, that’s what I’d been trained to do): God created marriage, 

it’s not good for the man to be alone, children are a gift from the 

Lord, and so on. Why would God create all these good things and 

then withhold them from me? It was worrisome, to say the least.

As I moved from Sioux Center to Sioux Falls, I decided to give 

my hopes for marriage five more months. If no husband was on 

the horizon at that point, I’d give it up, and I would take the cir-

cumstances to mean that God did not want me to get married. So 

this move was a big deal for me. I prayed a lot during those five 

months. But I also had a wonderful time getting to know my new 

colleagues, my students, and my school. I loved my classes, I was 

thrilled to have a tenure-track job, and Sioux Falls was (and is) an 

amazing city. I started making friends and settling down into this 

life—a life that was incredibly enjoyable, stimulating, and satisfy-

ing. Even so, I wanted more, hoped for more.

The five months passed and still there was nothing, so I returned 

from Christmas vacation feeling like it was time to make peace with 

the fact that I was not going to get married and I was not going to 

have children. I told myself over and over that I had a wonderful 

family, terrific friends, a dream job, and a great life. This was all 
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very true and did help a lot, but I was grieving. I was saying good-

bye to this vision of my life that was not to be. What made letting 

go harder was that this was, in many ways, the only real vision 

for my life that the church had ever truly endorsed. Thankfully, 

my parents had encouraged me to dream other dreams alongside 

that one, but the church never really did. The church had always 

set before me this vision of my life—wife and mother, the greatest 

vocation a woman could have. Obviously, as a college theology 

professor, I had done other things, but always with the belief in 

the back of my mind that there was something bigger, better, and 

more significant in married life. Now I had to come to terms with 

the fact that even if that were true, I would not experience it. I 

thought a lot about Abraham, asked to give up his beloved son 

on God’s altar. It felt like that for me, like God was asking me to 

place my hoped-for husband and children on his altar and let him 

do whatever he wanted. So I did, but I was sad.

And then I met Flo. What a shot in the arm she was! I loved 

her from the first day I met her. She did for me what no one had 

ever done before—she presented a living, breathing picture of a 

beautiful, exciting, adventurous life in which she happened to be 

single. Until this point, I had only the stereotypical “old maid” 

schoolteacher in my head when I thought about myself as single. 

Flo presented me with a very different vision for my life, a vision 

that was both beautiful and entirely biblical. I thought, “I can do 

this. I can be single like Flo!” I was still grieving my loss, but I was 

slowly beginning to find a new vision for my life.

That time after Christmas was a great gift from God. In those 

months I learned more about trusting him, about believing that he 

had my best interests in mind even when it didn’t feel like it, about 

understanding that the kingdom is bigger than my own life (and 

that’s a good thing). I learned to believe that my life is significant 

_Hitchcock_SignificanceofSingleness_MB_jck.indd   20 6/21/18   8:27 AM

Christina S. Hitchcock, The Significance of Singleness
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2018. Used by permission.



xxi

because of Jesus rather than because of another human being. 

And I learned that because of Jesus, my relationships with other 

human beings could be much greater than and different from what 

I had previously imagined.

How desperately the church needs this vision! I know I’m not 

the only one who could hardly imagine life without a romantic 

partner. The church has bought into America’s claim that the well-

lived life is the one that has romance and sex at its center; we’ve 

just given it a spiritual sanction called marriage. No wonder we 

don’t know what to say to teenagers or singles or homosexuals or 

the widowed. We don’t know how to think about life without a 

romantic center, so too often our only response to those who are 

single (for one reason or another) is to say, “Get married!” We’re 

all terrified of life without the kind of eros presented by Hollywood 

because we cannot envision such a life.1 Flo provided that new 

vision for me, and the Holy Spirit had been preparing me to see it 

in light of his Word. What a breathtaking vision it was. Terrifying, 

yes, but potentially exhilarating.

In this book I hope to articulate the vision of singleness I saw 

embodied in Flo and written about in Scripture. So many people 

in American churches struggle with this. The shelves at your local 

Christian bookstore contain plenty of books about singleness (how 

to avoid it, how to endure it, how to use it wisely), but they hold 

1. By this I do not mean to imply that single people must live without 
eros, but rather that our current understanding of eros as irrevocably linked 
with sex (an understanding that mostly comes from Hollywood) forces us to 
assume that to forgo sex is to forgo love. This is simply not true, and there is 
much good work being done on how celibate persons can fully and biblically 
experience love in its wholeness. See, e.g., Jana Marguerite Bennett, Water Is 
Thicker than Blood: An Augustinian Theology of Marriage and Singleness (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2008); Wesley Hill, Spiritual Friendships: Finding Love in 
the Church as a Celibate Gay Christian (Grand Rapids: Brazos, 2015); Alan Bray, 
The Friend (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2003).

Introduction

_Hitchcock_SignificanceofSingleness_MB_jck.indd   21 6/21/18   8:27 AM

Christina S. Hitchcock, The Significance of Singleness
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2018. Used by permission.



xxii Introduction

twice as many books on the subject of marriage (how to make it 

happen, how to keep it alive, how to navigate sex, how to under-

stand its theological significance). American Christians adore 

marriage and are petrified by singleness. Our inability to think of 

singleness within the context of the entire kingdom of God has not 

only hurt our ability to live as single people and to live with single 

people; it has also damaged our ability to speak wisely, humbly, 

and biblically on such subjects as feminism, homosexuality, extra-

marital sex, and even missions and evangelism. When anything 

takes precedence over the kingdom, even God’s good gifts, our 

theology starts to take a nosedive, and we’ll see problems popping 

up all over the place. Singleness is not something to be endured, 

but neither is it something that is simply of practical usefulness to 

the church because single people have so much time and energy. 

The life of Christian singleness can serve as a picture of the gospel 

and what that means: participating in true community, finding 

identity in Christ, and receiving authority to act as God’s agents in 

the world. This was the vision I began to see both in the Scriptures 

and in the lives of Christians around me, like Flo.

To explore this vision, I’ve divided this book into three parts. 

The first, composed only of chapter 1, critically analyzes American 

evangelicalism’s understanding of marriage. I look particularly at 

the so-called Marriage Mandate Movement and link its philosophi-

cal presuppositions to those of American individualism. I then 

propose an alternate foundation on which to build our under-

standing of both marriage and singleness, one that takes seriously 

Paul’s call to singleness.

Part 2, composed of chapters 2 through 4, gleans lessons in 

single ness from three biographies, those of Macrina, Perpetua, and 

Charlotte “Lottie” Moon. Through the stories of these saints we will 

begin to see that those things we regularly seek out in marriage, 
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such as community, personal identity, and authority, can also be 

provided both by God directly and through the church. In fact, the 

lives of these single saints give us a clear picture of what it means to 

have Christian community, Christian identity, and Christian authority.

Chapter 2 explores the life of Macrina, a mother of the church. 

Macrina lived during the fourth century and was an early practi-

tioner of what came to be known as monasticism. Through Macrina’s 

life I discuss the nature of community with specific reference to the 

Creation Mandate (Gen. 1:26–28) and its contemporary applica-

tion for the church. In Macrina’s story we discover that marriage 

is not necessary for the fulfillment of the Creation Mandate, and 

her life provides a striking picture of what it means to work, bear 

children, and create community in the supernatural family and 

in the kingdom of God.

Chapter 3 examines the life of Perpetua, a third-century Chris-

tian martyr. Perpetua’s story of arrest and imprisonment has been 

preserved by and for the church in her own words. It is one of the 

earliest first-person accounts of such an event and one of the earliest 

such accounts by a woman. While Perpetua was married as a young 

woman and soon became the mother of an infant son, at the time of 

her arrest, imprisonment, and death, her husband was nowhere to 

be found. She, like many in the church today, found herself alone 

after marriage. Her decision to identify fully with Christ rather than 

with a marriage or family relationship points us to God’s power to 

provide all that we need and hope for. Perpetua is an example of 

someone who gave up natural family (father, mother, son) and 

supernaturally gained a hundredfold through God’s provision and 

by the power of God’s future breaking into her present.

Chapter 4 considers Lottie Moon, a nineteenth-century Southern 

Baptist missionary. Lottie Moon was one of the first single women 

to be sent to the foreign mission field by an American church. She 
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spent nearly forty years in China and dedicated her life, talents, 

and resources to evangelizing the Chinese people. Lottie’s life is a 

clear expression of God’s authority, both to save and to empower. 

In her singleness Lottie affirmed that the authority to preach, teach, 

evangelize, and lead the church comes from God’s own Spirit rather 

than from natural family ties.

Choosing these three examples was not entirely systematic and 

has its roots in a different project. Years ago I was asked to teach 

one week of a ten-week Sunday school class about the positive 

effects of Christianity on culture. One week the class discussed the 

influence of Christianity on medicine, the next week the influ-

ence of Christianity on educational systems, and so on. The week 

I was asked to teach was Christianity’s influence on the standing 

of women in society. I wasn’t terribly eager to take on this topic. 

After all, from a scholarly point of view I didn’t know anything 

about it. My only qualification was being a woman. I resisted the 

request, but a good friend was helping to run the class and asked 

me to do it as a personal favor, so I agreed. When I read the ma-

terial the class was using, I was genuinely dismayed. The argument 

essentially said, “Christians like to be nice to everyone, including 

women. So Christianity is good for women.” Oh dear. Not only 

are there abundant facts to counter such a premise, but the argu-

ment was also bereft of any reference to the gospel. I realized I’d 

have to start from scratch. I set myself the task of answering the 

following questions: Is Christianity good for women? If so, in what 

way? I assumed the answer to the first question was yes but was 

surprised to find it rather difficult to give a cogent answer to the 

second question. My attempt became slightly desperate as a week 

or two passed and I was still floundering.

At this time I heard a presentation by an African-American 

Muslim woman who was a professor of religion. She presented 
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a paper at an academic conference I attended in which she ar-

gued for the continued relevance and importance of polygamy for 

Muslims, particularly African-American Muslims. The paper was 

fascinating, but it highlighted some differences between Muslim 

and Christian views of marriage. These centered on whether mar-

riage is spiritually necessary, especially for women. This sent me 

to 1 Corinthians 7 and planted the seed that became this book. 

I concluded that in 1 Corinthians 7 Paul lays out a theology of 

singleness that highlights, in particular, how Christianity is good 

for women. In a world that assumed that women gained what-

ever community, identity, and authority they had in and through 

the men in their lives (father, husband, sons), Paul asserted that 

it is best for everyone (including women!) to be single because it 

is in Christ alone that we gain an eternal community, an eternal 

identity, and an eternal authority. Here, at the very center of the 

gospel, in the assertion that it is Christ alone who saves us, was 

the explanation for why Christianity is good for women (and by 

extension, everyone!). In other words, the theological picture of 

singleness painted by Paul in 1 Corinthians 7 allowed me to gain 

a deeper understanding of a different theological issue.

As I prepared my presentation for the class, I decided some 

examples would be helpful, so I chose three women from the 

history of the church: Macrina, Perpetua, and Lottie Moon. For 

that particular discussion, their singleness illustrated a theological 

point I wanted to make about gender. However, it was clear to me 

that the equation could be reversed, which is exactly what I’ve at-

tempted to do in this book. Here, the primary theological question 

is about singleness, and the sex of my three examples highlights 

that issue, rather than vice versa.

That is how Macrina, Perpetua, and Lottie Moon came to be 

the centerpiece of my argument in this book. Their inclusion (and 
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the exclusion of a male example) has the unfortunate side effect 

of making it easy to assume this is a book for women, particularly 

single women. Nothing could be further from what is intended. 

Just as women can and do learn from the lives and teachings of 

male Christians, so men can learn from their Christian sisters. It 

strikes me that for these three women, their sex in their particular 

time and place highlights the theological truth embodied in their 

singleness with greater force than the singleness of men does. This 

is not to say that single men don’t embody these truths, only that 

the truths stand out in greater relief in the single women of the 

past. But the truths themselves transcend sex and gender, as well 

as age, vocation, class, and race, while at the same time giving us 

a theological basis by which to better understand each of these 

things in light of the work of Christ.

I also recognize that the choice of examples seems to imply the 

old stereotype that the church needs single people because who 

else will go to the foreign mission field or the martyr’s arena? It is 

not my intention to imply that the life of the single person is any 

more or less likely to head in these directions than are the lives 

of married people. Certainly there are many single people on the 

mission field, and certainly there have been and continue to be 

many single people who sacrifice their lives for the sake of their 

confession. However, those who are married should be just as open 

to these callings as any single person.

The women I’ve chosen as examples lived unique and, in many 

ways, extreme lives. That’s one of the reasons we still remember 

them after so many years. At the same time, just as their sex high-

lights the meaning of their singleness, so too does the rather extreme 

nature of their lives. Macrina’s ability to create community apart 

from marriage stresses that community is grounded in Christ’s 

work, not our own biological processes. Perpetua’s willingness to 
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give up her family and suffer death emphasizes that our identity is 

grounded in Christ’s work, not our human relationships. Lottie’s 

many years as an evangelist in a foreign country far from her home 

church accentuate the fact that her authority was derived from 

Christ’s work, not natural family relations. Their extreme situa-

tions shed light on what can seem like our own more mundane 

lives, revealing the work of Christ there as well. The lives of these 

three women are meant to demonstrate the power of the work 

of Christ in every Christian and the possibility for every Christian 

that such power and work may lead us into lives we couldn’t have 

imagined on our own.

In part 3 (chap. 5) I attempt to apply what we have learned 

from these biographies to issues currently confronting Christians, 

especially Christians in North America, specifically homosexual-

ity, women in ministry, friendship, and the call of missions and 

evangelism.

By now many readers will have already deduced that I am no 

longer single. In a way, I hate to admit this because it almost feels 

like I’m no longer qualified to speak on this topic. However, the 

fact of the matter is that everyone is single at various points in 

his or her life. The stereotypical single person is someone in their 

twenties or early thirties who has never been married, but single-

ness can happen at any age and to any person. Some people are 

single by choice and others by circumstance. Some people have 

always been single and others are single after a marriage ends for 

one reason or another. Singleness is either a present reality or a 

future possibility for everyone. It is a topic that impinges on all 

our lives and must be considered carefully.

Furthermore, I believe the church must wrestle with the topic 

of singleness because it is important to the church, not just to single 

people. It is important to the church because there are always 
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single people of every stripe in the church, and the church must 

recognize and care for them as well as receive and learn from them. 

In the lives of single Christians we see more clearly the vision of 

an adventurous life of radical trust and hope that is the Christian 

journey. Therefore, the church as a whole should participate in the 

discussion and in the work to make a full space for single people 

within the church’s life together. I hope this book can be a small 

part of that.

_Hitchcock_SignificanceofSingleness_MB_jck.indd   28 6/21/18   8:27 AM

Christina S. Hitchcock, The Significance of Singleness
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2018. Used by permission.


