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Assault of the Paramours: A Warning to Doctrinal Damsels: Introduction; the Western Ritual of Dating: Who Are These Guys?

Assault of the Paramours: A Warning to Doctrinal Damsels
Introduction:
Back in 1991 I began to notice that the boys in our congregation were well outnumbered by the girls.  An unofficial count estimated a ratio of better than two to one.  I began thinking about the future of these young people and it dawned on me that most if not all of the young ladies would become involved in dating and even eventually marrying young men from outside this church.  This was not necessarily a bad thing.  But it did little good to train these young ones in the knowledge and application of truth if someone from the world was going to neutralize their souls in the end.  There was the danger they would begin dating unbelievers, or those of other faiths, or those who, although Christian, came from a theology which is opposed to the principles of grace.  Therefore, it became imperative that a few issues be made clear regarding how these young ladies prepared for the period of dating that would arrive for them over the next few years.
The Bible classes that followed addressed the issues that every Christian young person who is serious about his faith should take seriously.  The Bible is not silent on the subject of marriage, for after all it is the first divine institution to be established by the Lord.  And so the Scripture is very clear about one’s relationships in this life, especially with regard to romance.
But before biblical issues can be discussed we must first take note of the environment in which they are most likely to be applied: dating.
The Western Ritual of Dating
The practice of scheduled romantic encounters goes back at least to the Middle Ages which cover the time between the fall of the Roman Empire in 476 and the Protestant Reformation in 1517.  During this period moral barriers became customary in the management of passions and desires.
Many of today’s courting rituals are derived from the customs of medieval chivalry from inviting the woman to dinner to holding the door for her.  The men wooed the women with serenades, flowers, and poetry.  Chastity and honor were supreme virtues.
	During the time of Victorian England (1837-1901), courtship became a formal ritual preceding marriage.  Here are some details from a genealogy Web site and an article by:
	Powell, Kimberly.  “Customs of Love, Marriage, & Dating.” [http://genealogy.about.com/cs/timelines/a/romance_history.htm]:
An interested gentleman could not simply walk up to a young lady and begin a conversation.  Even after being introduced, it was still some time before it was considered appropriate for a man to speak to a lady or for a couple to be seen together.  Once they had been formally introduced, if the gentleman wished to escort the lady home he would present his card to her.  At the end of the evening the lady would look over her options and chose who would be her escort.  She would notify the lucky gentleman by giving him her own card requesting that he escort her home.  Almost all courting took place in the girl's home, always under the eye of watchful parents.  If the courting progressed, the couple might advance to the front porch.  Smitten couples rarely saw each other without the presence of a chaperone, and marriage proposals were frequently written.
As the custom moved throughout Europe a number of rituals developed:
	All the Nordic countries have courtship customs involving knives. For example, in Norway when a girl came of age, her father let it be known that she was available for marriage. The girl would wear an empty sheath on her belt. If a suitor liked the girl, he would put a knife in the sheath, which the girl now wore as a sign that she was betrothed. 
	The custom of bundling, found in many parts of 16th and 17th century Europe and America, allowed courting couples to share a bed, fully clothed, and often with a "bundling board" between them.  The idea was to allow the couple to talk and get to know each other but in the safe (and warm) confines of the girl's house.
	Dating back to 17th century Wales, ornately carved spoons, known as lovespoons, were traditionally made from a single piece of wood by a suitor to show his affection to his loved one. The decorative carvings have various meanings - from an anchor meaning "I desire to settle down" to an intricate vine meaning "love grows."

Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, 11th ed., s.v.:
Spoon (1775): from the Welsh custom of an engaged man’s presenting his fiancée with an elaborately carved wooden spoon.
Chivalrous gentlemen in England often sent a pair of gloves to their true loves. If the woman wore the gloves to church on Sunday it signaled her acceptance of the proposal. 
	In some parts of 18th century Europe a biscuit or small loaf of bread was broken over the head of the bride as she emerged from the church. Unmarried guests scrambled for the pieces, which they then placed under their pillows to bring dreams of the one they would someday marry. This custom is believed to be the precursor of the wedding cake. 
	Dating has come to be an American custom that ultimately leads to the selection of a lifetime mate; however it is not a principle of doctrine.  God’s perfect plan has isolated one person as the “right number” for you and He does not require dating to bring about this meeting.
Nevertheless, parents should know this: dating is a custom you can be confident your children will practice.  This does not imply that every boy a young girl dates will be considered a candidate for matrimony.  It is to say that it has become the system by which a few young men will ultimately be considered and analyzed as prospects.
If parents look on dating as a custom where young people spend time together and is not to be taken seriously, they will discover to their amazement, someday soon, that their daughters are taking it seriously.
Today, fourteen years after I first mentioned my observations on the subject, the young ladies of Grace Doctrine Church are going to be forced by sheer numbers to consider those outside this church as dating partners and potential husbands.
This is not necessarily a problem and in fact can be a Godsend to alert parents and young people to consider its likely inevitability.
It is naïve to ignore the fact that not too long down the road the wolves will be gathering at the door and the barbarians will be at the gate.  They will be boys your daughters obviously know personally.  But do they really know them?
One troublesome possibility is that they are unbelievers.  They could well have establishment morality but it will be impossible for them to have Christian integrity.  The worst-case scenario is that they have no restraint on their passions and desires.  This is a boy in charge of a seething container of unrestrained hormones.
Another difficulty that presents itself is the young man who follows a strange theology: a belief system whose foundational doctrines are in glaring opposition to biblical revelation.  Those in this category are obvious: Mormons, Muslims, Hindus, Buddhists, Catholics, and Wiccans.
More subtly are those in Protestant denominations but whose theology has been flawed by the traditions of men rather than by loyalty to the commandments of God, the most egregious being a Gospel that made fuzzy by the addition of human energy, human works, and human good and evil.
What is far better is the young man who is first of all saved, is positive to the teaching of the Word of God, and from which he has acquired some basic principles of behavioral restraint.  He is at least a “suspect” who could become a “prospect” with regard to the subject of Christian integrity.


