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CHAPTER ONE
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I Was a Teenage Virgin


The lights are down low, and the dance floor is lit and waiting. Soft music is playing over the speakers. A row of young women, dressed in their finest, fanciest clothing, are waiting on one side for their dates to come ask them to dance. There’s not much middle school fidgeting and nervousness about who’s going to ask whom—each girl knows exactly whom she’s going to dance with and she’s known him her entire life. She’s made pledges and vows to this person already in the evening, and is now ready to spend time dancing and celebrating with him.


Their dates—their fathers—and they are ready to celebrate the commitments each of them made tonight. Each father committed to being a good, godly, guiding force in his daughter’s life. And each daughter committed to keeping herself pure and unsullied until the day her father gives her away to her husband. This is a purity ball.


According to statistics, of the hundred young girls gathered tonight, eighty will not make it to their wedding night as a virgin. Sadly, some of them have already been violated sexually. Still more will be coerced into sexual encounters they don’t want to have by a boyfriend, by an acquaintance at a party, by someone they trust. More will fall in love and say yes to someone who, for one reason or another, they will not marry. Many others will realize that they are not attracted to men or that they are unable to marry. Purity balls—a growing but still obscure phenomenon—started in Colorado in the mid-1990s. But the zeitgeist that made them popular had been building for decades, snowballing in intensity in the United States for years.


I was brought up in the evangelical purity movement. At fourteen years old, standing in front of my entire church with my parents, I pledged to save myself for marriage. I delved into reading the guides, learning about purity and how to keep myself pure, for years. I held myself and others to the high standards of purity that the church set for us.


One of the most disappointing moments of my young life came when I was brave enough to say to one of my best friends, “I think I like you as more than a friend.”


We were at a small Christian college together. He had transferred there during my sophomore year. We’d met at a Christian summer camp a couple of years before. I’d liked him for years. I had a habit of falling in love with the guys who were my best friends, leading to nights of crying myself to sleep in my dorm room. Influenced by the archaic gender roles taught within the purity movement, I was determined that the man should make the first move—were I to say anything, it would upset the balance and ultimately doom the relationship. So I pined, sometimes not so quietly, hoping that the men I was falling for would somehow read my mind.


By the time I was a junior in college, I’d decided that being honest was a better policy than sobbing into my pillow. Telling a boy I liked him was scary, but it would spare me the pain that came with the “friend zone.” So one October Sunday, I decided enough was enough, and sent my friend Ethan an e-mail: “Let’s go on a walk. I have something to talk to you about.”


“Sure. Meet me after church.”


I threw on my oversize college hoodie and ran a comb through my short hair. I was much more concerned with what I was about to say than with what I would look like while saying it. We met in the lobby of the dorm we both lived in—he on the first floor and I on the third. We headed down the sidewalk in silence. I was figuring out how to say things, and he was clearly waiting for me to speak.


“The thing is, Ethan”—I stumbled over my words—“I like you as more than a friend.” I watched him carefully to see his reaction.


His shoulders slumped and he sighed. “That’s what I thought you were going to say.”


Here it was: my rejection. In my gut, I knew this would happen, but I wasn’t prepared for why. Ethan had had a girlfriend previously and they’d broken up a few months before. He explained, “I sort of thought this was coming. But I don’t think you want to be in a relationship with me. I have too much baggage.”


“Baggage? What baggage? What are you talking about? I can handle anything.”


We were stopped at a light, waiting for a walk signal to cross.


He looked straight at me. “I’m not a virgin, Dianna. My ex and I had sex, and that’s not what you want.”


I was speechless. And not because he assumed I wasn’t prepared for a relationship with a guy who was experienced. But because he was right—I wasn’t. I instantly reshuffled his position in my life from “potential suitor” to “damaged goods—not marriage material ever.” The look on my face gave my thoughts away, and he turned back toward campus, explaining, “I can tell by the look on your face that you’re not ready for any of this. I need to deal with this sort of thing myself. I don’t think I’m prepared to get into a relationship with someone who doesn’t know these experiences and that’s really all I can say about it.”


My thoughts ran rampant: Did I even know him? Why couldn’t he have waited? What other sins were people hiding from me?


Our environment, permeated by purity culture, commanded that he be ashamed, a pariah, and that I judge him. Ethan was just one in a long string of friends I would judge for their sexual choices. And I felt justified in judging them because my theology and culture justified it. I had to shame my friends for their choices, I thought: it was the only way they would learn.


That conversation is one of many I regret. I lost a friend that day, though it took a few years for the relationship to fully fall apart. I have regretted nothing more in my life than that I wasn’t a true friend to those who were suffering under the weight of such shame, a friend who could help them understand that God does not function in a culture of shame.


A few years later, I found myself on the receiving end of the same type of judgment when I began to opine that perhaps the Bible wasn’t as clear as we think it is on the issue of premarital sex. I’d not even done anything sexually “sinful” at that point, but as I began to study the issues more, I received a flurry of messages from family members that I was choosing feminism over Christianity and justifying sinful living. One message said I was questioning the Scripture about sex because I couldn’t get Christian men to sleep with me, so I was moving toward feminism to find people who would. Ouch.


I realized how wrong I’d been to judge Ethan. I examined my sanctimonious declarations about virginity. I faced the culture I’d been hiding behind, one that heaped shame on others. Purity culture says what matters most about a person is whether or not they have had sex in the “wrong” ways. It makes wearing a white dress at her wedding the marker of morality for a woman.


I began to pray about how to atone for my sins of shame and gracelessness. Over the course of preparing to write this book, I spoke to Christians aged twenty to fifty, from various faith backgrounds, all over the United States—missionary kids, women of color, suburban whites, women who like women, and men who like men. Across the spectrum, they reflected on a culture of judgment, pain, and shame. They had experienced these things because of choices they had made and options that had been taken from them. I listened to story after story of being unable to feel close to God because of shame, being kicked out of one’s home, losing friends, separation from one’s faith community. No atonement was good enough, no sacrifice or apology could erase the shame these people bore. They were forever marked with the scarlet brand of “slut” because they had not waited until their wedding day.


A generation of Christian women and men, girls and boys, is broken and hurting from the sexual dysfunction and shame of purity culture. Many grew up being told over and over that their virginity was the most important thing they could give their spouse on their wedding night, only to reach that point and realize that having saved themselves didn’t magically create sexual compatibility or solve their marital issues. Many soon divorced. Still others sat silently in their church groups, wondering what virginity could possibly mean for them as people who had been victims of incest or abuse or who felt attracted to the same gender.


We’ve been told a lie that our worth lies in what we do (or don’t do) with our genitals. According to the proponents of Christian purity, we are “damaged goods.” We are afraid to own our physicality. We do not know our own bodies and, therefore, we do not truly know ourselves. We are afraid to express ourselves sexually. We do not have language to talk about the nuances of existing as a sexual being.


This book aims to develop a Christian ethic that doesn’t center around saying no, but through which we learn how to say a “godly yes.” We are not broken and we are not alone. As God’s creatures, we are created to be expressive, to love and live without shame. God does not function in a currency of shame and stigma. God does not cast us out of community; God loves us through community. God’s children are never “damaged goods.”


The roots of shame run deep, and it takes patience, challenge, anger, and grace to pull them all out. My hope is that you will find help on these pages to break free from shame and to avoid passing the sometimes well-intentioned lies of purity culture to coming generations.


I love the Church, and I believe firmly that in teaching purity doctrines and promoting purity culture we have lost our way. We have forgotten justice and mercy in the name of legalism. We have deviated from a God of grace and love and mercy and instead embraced a cold, distant, heartless God who does not care about individual contexts and individual experiences. We in the American church have allowed political interests and sinful systems to dictate our theology. We must examine ourselves and the pain we cause, then take responsibility for the shame we heap on believers and say to ourselves, “No more.”


Youth are leaving the church in droves, many because they feel they cannot live up to its demands about purity. It is time to create a new way of thinking, a new way to love our neighbors as Jesus commanded. That means Christian life that expresses a healthy sexuality of mutual pleasure and mutual consent.


Poet Gerard Manley Hopkins wrote the following in “God’s Grandeur”:




The world is charged with the grandeur of God.


It will flame out, like shining from shook foil…





As God’s people, we have tried to quell the flames, tried to make God’s grandeur fit into our predetermined boxes and theories and theologies. It is time to listen for the Spirit that hovers over the world and, as Hopkins says, “broods with warm breast and with ah! bright wings.” God is in the pain, the hurt, and the shame. God is with the ones, like Ethan, whom I once called damaged goods. This is a chance to listen to the Spirit of Truth about what sexual purity really is.















CHAPTER TWO
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A Review of the Christian Purity Movement


To understand how the purity movement in evangelical culture has been changing the landscape of American churches, we must roll back the clock to a century before now. Sociologist Kristin Luker and several others in her field propose that it was at the beginning of the twentieth century, not during the 1960s, that the real sexual revolution began to take place. Indeed, it was amid the bobbed hair, short skirts, and heavy drinking of the 1920s that public health and sexual education programs began. Of course, back then they weren’t called sexual education, but rather “social hygiene” programs. Begun out of a sense of fear and xenophobia, these new programs sought to restore the balance to America’s systems of class and race.


According to Luker, the meaning of sexual activity within society was shifting. The growing influence of industrialization had wrecked the previous stratification between the classes. Urbanization of much of the population had created a new class of young men and women who worked and partied together. And the labor rights movement and a shift in the scientific view of what being an “adult” meant—age and maturity rather than economic independence—created a new class of young people termed adolescents. These adolescents challenged numerous social norms: the women cut off their hair, wore shorter skirts, drank and partied and had sex.


Many of the trends that worry conservatives in my generation also worried the older members of the white, educated upper classes in the early twentieth century. Divorce was on the rise. Marriage was being delayed because young people were working more. Women were “acting like men” in the bedroom. And marriage was losing its institutional hold in society.


Venereal diseases were spreading throughout not only the lower classes but the upper echelons of society as well. Syphilis was a large threat—that generation’s equivalent of HIV/AIDS in the eighties—and the widespread presence of prostitution in urban centers helped the disease spread. Sexual education, reformers thought, would stem the tide of prostitution—at least the men thought—by instilling moral standards among the nation’s young men. Many of the women in these groups felt that prostitution exemplified a sexual double standard for men and women—that being a “whore” was a threat to a woman’s reputation and something she could never recover from, while the men who frequented her were given a pass.


Social hygiene groups consisting of educated elites and religious figures proposed that an education on the proper understanding of sex—as an act of intimacy within marriage to bring people together—would be an adequate response to these new trends and problems. But this view of sex as intimate was itself a new one in American society. Throughout the nineteenth century, sex had been closely tied to procreation, but with the advent of newer birth control technologies (technologies, it’s worth noting, that weren’t accessible to the lower classes), sex as an expression of intimacy was becoming the word of the day. Luker writes:




In the face of this shift, the social hygienists turned to education—teaching people not so much about sex as about marriage. They took for granted that their task was to educate Americans about “wholesome” sex, which for them meant wholesome sex within marriage. In fact, what they were really up to was recruiting sex to support a new model of marriage-as-intimacy, then emerging among the middle and upper classes.1





It’s remarkable how similar the struggle of social hygiene groups in the 1920s was to conservative Christians’ push against comprehensive sexual education today. The theme is almost identical: modern culture is devaluing sex and marriage and intimacy, and we must find a way to bring their value back. Social hygienists of a century ago sought to remedy this problem by educating Americans about intimacy, by trumpeting the enjoyment of sex within marriage, and by educating people about their bodies. Conservative Christians of the modern day pursue much the same goals, but they do so in reverse. Many believe that explicit knowledge about bodies and their functions will encourage sexual activity, so they promote abstinence-only, marriage-centered education. They believe that centering the procreative purposes of sex within the conversation is important to respond to the “homosexuality problem”—a reversal of the position of their forerunners, who promoted sex as an expression of intimacy.


The reason for this reversal in tactics arrived in the middle of the century.


Baby Boomers and the Free-Love Sixties


Let’s fast-forward a few years to World War II. Feminist ire was already building prior to the war, with women being granted the vote and the “loose morals” of the 1920s changing and shaping the ways in which men and women related to each other. During the war, as men were shipped off overseas to fight, rationing and poverty at home created a need within communities to support the war effort. Women (white middle-class women in particular) stepped up. They took over jobs previously reserved for men—hard factory jobs, manufacturing the weapons of war. They wore pants and got grease in their hair and calluses on their hands and participated in generally unladylike behavior. They tasted blood and knew they were capable.


Following the war, many men returned home. The baby boom happened and the United States set about fighting communist influence around the world. Having ceded parts of Germany to the USSR, and engaged in a war in Korea fighting Russian communist influence on the peninsula, America placed utmost importance on patriotism. According to Stephanie Coontz, author of the 1992 seminal work on the American family The Way We Never Were, this social change following WWII was a new phenomenon. For the first time in nearly a hundred years, among white people, the age of first marriage dropped for both genders and the divorce rate also decreased. Fertility went up and the nuclear family formed. But, according to Coontz, this kind of “traditional” family was a new invention—rather than being a microcosm of what America symbolized, the 1950s nuclear family was a new and foreign concept. The “traditional family,” in other words, is an invention of my parents’ generation.2


In this period, doing your part meant being a white middle-class family with a picket fence and a house in the suburbs. But white suburban women—women who knew the value of a hard day’s work and had bled for the war effort alongside their men—were disillusioned. Feminist writer Betty Friedan published The Feminine Mystique and challenged the role of women as “perfect housewives” in the fight against communism. And with that, the second wave of feminism began.


This feminism was bolder and more salacious than the feminism that had come before it—instead of fighting for the right to vote, the feminists of the 1960s were fighting for the right to have control of their own bodies, to love whom they wanted to love, and to leave abusive husbands and find their own careers in the work force. Concurrent with this feminist revolution—which involved mainly white women fighting for white-oriented goals—the Civil Rights movement of the South was changing the political climate.


By the 1970s the United States was in turmoil. We were embroiled in yet another conflict against communism—this time in Vietnam—and the draft had conscripted many young men again. An increasing police state at home—as exemplified by the shooting at Kent State, where police opened fire on an antiwar protest, killing four students—was resulting in distrust in the government. This distrust was solidified further when President Nixon resigned amid allegations that he was involved in criminal activity.


Over what sociologists remark is a very short time—a period of just five or so years—the aftershocks of the first sexual revolution radiated through the American population and radically changed the way we look at sex. In 1965, an unwed pregnant woman would either be shuffled off into a shotgun wedding or hidden from view with a relative in another town—such was the shame of such an obvious indication that she had had sex outside of marriage. According to Luker, public opinion polls back up this view of the time: 70 percent of Americans believed premarital sex outside of marriage was morally wrong.


But between 1965 and 1975, social views radically shifted, and government policy quickly shifted with them. The legalization of hormonal birth control in 1965 and the legalization of abortion in 1973 moved sexual activity out of the public sphere and into the private. With sex no longer a public health concern, people were free to make sexual decisions without the threat of public scorn. Women were more in control of their reproduction than ever before, which allowed many of them to leave abusive marriages, to delay marriage, and to begin, as the common narrative would put it, “acting like men”—both in the office and in the bedroom.


For evangelical Christians, this time was just as tumultuous. A stark racial divide in the American church meant that many white conservative Christians found themselves on the wrong side of the Civil Rights movement. They were seeing their young women swayed by a feminism that openly and actively argued against the idea of gendered roles for women, something much of the church took for granted. Pregnancies outside of wedlock (for white girls) were beginning to be viewed less as something shameful and more as something that required social support. Suddenly America the Christian Nation was proving itself not so Christian anymore. Luker writes:




Implicit in the sexual revolution, and especially in the changing standards of female behavior, was the threatening idea that people—particularly women, the traditional guardians of the home—were having sex for their own reasons. Sex was no longer part of a courtship process that would lead to a spiritualized eroticism designed to confine more entertaining, more satisfying sex neatly to the marital bedroom. Now sex was just another pleasure, to be indulged in whenever two parties agreed. Worse yet, although sex educators largely recognized this only in the context of teenage pregnancy, people who were having sex just for fun were increasingly moving on to the next stage, building families without bothering to get married.3





The Moral Majority and the Purity Push


The period following the sexual revolution witnessed the rise of the Moral Majority and the religious right. In the 1970s evangelicals were scared of what they saw happening on the national scene. Free-love, antiwar, and, as they perceived it, anti-American sentiments were challenging the traditional and patriarchal world in which they had thrived for so many years. Previously preachers like Jerry Falwell had believed strongly in the separation of religion and politics, and even preached sermons to this effect—in 1964’s “Ministers and Marches” sermon, he proclaimed that “preachers are not called to be politicians, but soul winners.”4


But the advent of widely available contraception and the 1973 Roe v. Wade ruling changed all that. The growing liberalization of society, as Christians saw it, threatened the all-American family structure. Falwell and many other evangelicals realized they had to do something in response to this tectonic social shift.


In 1976 the evangelical right began its own sexual revolution—a return to what it viewed as the roots of Biblical values. According to Janice M. Irvine, author of Talk About Sex, a history of sexual education and evangelicalism in America, evangelicals in the 1970s responded to the changes that had taken place since the sixties by creating their own alternative sexuality industry. Tim and Beverly LaHaye published a watershed book—The Act of Marriage: The Beauty of Sexual Love, and launched a movement focused on purity and abstinence. Evangelicals were getting in on the sexual revolution in their own way.


As Irvine puts it:




Evangelicals began to celebrate sex, but only divinely approved sex. Evangelicals believe that there are absolute truths for sexual morality, known throughout the Bible. Despite their own growing participation in a public sexual arena, they are critics of a “sex saturated culture where not much is really sacred.” For example, strictures against masturbation had markedly relaxed since the end of the nineteenth century, in part through the efforts of modern sexologists.… [But] the LaHayes warned in 1976 that “we do not feel it is an acceptable practice for Christians.”5





Riding the coattails of the rising evangelical movement, in 1979 Falwell founded a political entity called the Moral Majority. This conservative Christian lobbying group capitalized on evangelical fear of change, and lobbied for conservative policy at all levels of government. It reversed the previous fundamentalist position of disinterest in politics and instead began to center the political conversation within Christianity. While the group itself dissolved in the 1980s—having lasted only a few short years on the political scene—the mark it left on evangelicalism in America affected an entire generation of women born into this reactionary post-1970s time period.


Falwell’s theology capitalized on and modernized aspects of Christian sexual ethics that had been taken for granted. Previously people outside the church had shamed young women who got themselves “in trouble,” resulting in societal reinforcement of supposed Christian ethics. Secular society and the church were mostly synchronistic in terms of “family values.” “Purity” was not being challenged, and therefore did not need to be defended. But values shifted rapidly following the sexual revolution of the sixties. As Luker tells us (emphasis original):




Thus the watershed of the sexual revolution and all it stood for [was when] women, whose ties to motherhood were loosened, started to become individuals… who claimed they were different in no essential way from men. Public opinion agreed; not only did American attitudes and behavior regarding both sex and gender change, and change rapidly, these changes diffused quickly among different sectors of society.6





These rapid changes, over the course of a decade, resulted in whiplash for the American church. Now the evangelical church—in itself a fairly new movement—found itself having to define and emphasize its boundaries around sexual activity and what marriage and family looked like. In response to a combination of demographic decline, increased use of contraception, and an increasingly outspoken gay rights movement, evangelical America returned to the view of sex as procreative. This view contradicted that of the forerunners of the moral sexual reform movement, who had sought to reignite interest in sex within marriage by emphasizing the pleasure and intimacy of the act. Instead, to right demographic shifts and to bring America back around to being a “Christian nation,” evangelicals in America began to rally against what they called a “genocide of the unborn,” arguing against both contraception and abortion. And they did so primarily by focusing on the purity of their daughters.


Youth Groups and the Rise of the Adolescent


Interestingly, shifts in church structure aided the intensity of the purity movement. Prior to the recognition of “adolescent” as a stage of development in the early twentieth century, church bodies rarely separated ministries by age past the age of twelve, though they did separate by gender on occasion. But in the 1940s, that all began to change. A young preacher named Jim Rayburn began a new ministry aimed at teenagers called Young Life—a ministry that still exists today.7 The popular ministry coincided with a Youth for Christ movement that turned into teen-focused Bible studies in the fifties and sixties. Adolescents were now seen as a viable demographic to focus on in the church, and their already-thriving presence across the nation became a fertile ground for politically minded purity ministries.


Indeed, Falwell’s legacy is not the political weight of the Moral Majority, which disbanded in 1989 largely thanks to its massive unpopularity. Rather, Falwell’s legacy is a focus on reaching young people, which he did through his conservatively minded Christian college, Liberty University. The emphasis on young people not only as important for the health of the church but also as important politically, should their power be harnessed, was not missed by the evangelical crowd of the 1970s.


The rise of youth ministries created the perfect guinea pig audience for the new and improved purity movement. As part of a culture focused on entertainment and social issues, youth groups became havens for culture war discussions, places where discipleship involved engagement with political issues from a conservative perspective—particularly those issues having to do with sex. In an effort to respond to the teen pregnancy crisis of the 1970s, youth-focused purity movement theology sought to return sex to its supposedly rightful place as a public issue, and to position the Christian family at the center. Numerous evangelical organizations sprang up to politicize the pushback against the sexual revolution and educate those involved—including Dr. James Dobson’s radio-show-turned-evangelical-Goliath, Focus on the Family.8


Purity Movements and Abstinence-Only Education in the 1990s


In the 1990s, comprehensive sexual education was becoming more prevalent in public school systems, and churches began to use their youth ministries to provide different, countercultural messaging. By the end of the 1990s, purity had become an industry. The first purity ball was hosted in Colorado Springs, Colorado—home of Dobson’s Focus on the Family ministry—by a small family who wanted to emphasize a father’s role in guiding his daughters. The trend spread across the evangelical Midwest, eventually arriving in my hometown of Sioux Falls, South Dakota, and finding footholds in small religious communities.


Evangelical Christians from this era—beginning in 1990 and continuing to the present day—have been exposed to a continued emphasis on chastity, godly purity, and virginity. Many of my peers took a pledge to remain pure until their wedding day, and many who broke that vow suffered from intense shame and guilt over it. Sexual purity has become the one means by which the evangelical church separates itself from “the world.” Endeavoring to claim the title of counterculture, the modern evangelical church responds to what it sees as a sexually permissive culture by locking down on purity and virginity and creating strict, harsh rules around what men and women can do with their bodies.


While abstinence-only education funding existed prior to the 1990s thanks to a 1981 law called the Adolescent Family Life Act (AFLA), such funding was challenged by various clergy and the American Civil Liberties Union and deemed unconstitutional in 1985. This decision was reversed by the US Supreme Court in 1988.9 Funding through Title XX (federal monies for social services programs) stalled until President Clinton’s massive welfare reform programs in the mid-1990s. Concerns about declining marriage rates and fear about teenage sexual activity meant that one of the largest of these programs funded abstinence-only (teaching abstinence as the only effective sexual health method) and abstinence-plus (giving some information about contraceptive use) education.


By 2003, abstinence-only education was the norm in public schools across the nation. While federal funding monies are not supposed to be used for religious or faith-based organizational lessons, the sheer vastness of the programs and the lack of oversight creates an environment where schools will use faith-based resources until they get caught. The prevalence of abstinence-only education is one of the most lasting effects of the reactionary evangelical politics of the 1980s.


As a result, the purity movement is not experienced only by women in the church but is working to exact social change among even those who do not share Christian religious convictions.


The development of purity as both a philosophy and a movement is a new phenomenon. Notably, the purity movement is responding to the very same concerns that puzzled social hygienists a century ago. These concerns about marriage and family aren’t unique to my generation, but the concerned church must adapt to new social structures and ideas if it hopes to continue to make a difference. Healthy practices of marriage and family must be developed around new principles that honor the work and lives of individual people.


Loving One’s Neighbor: How Purity Strayed from Its Purpose


Sexual purity—rather than a relationship with Jesus, caring for the poor, or loving one’s neighbor—has become the marker of a good Christian in purity culture. While noble in intent, the purity movement has resulted in a destructive path of harmful misogyny and exclusion. Sexuality is not the center of a person’s life, faith, or health. Yet an unbalanced and improper understanding of sexuality can put everything else in life off-kilter.


The purity movement, no matter how well intentioned, has, like many reactionary movements, become so harsh, fundamentalist, and rules-oriented that the idealistic goals it began with have been lost. The Christian right responded to changing times by instituting legalistic rules rather than grace, forgiveness, and mercy. Failure to follow the rules meant you had failed God and your church community. The evangelical purity movement lost the plot. The women of my generation (and sometimes the men, as in the case of Ethan) have borne the brunt of the destructive aftermath of our parents’ reactionary doctrine.


The evangelical purity movement must be replaced with shame-free sexual ethics and a healthy understanding of ourselves as creations of God.
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