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INTRODUCTION


Men don’t make passes at girls who wear glasses.” I don’t remember whether I had actually heard that little ditty by the time I was ten years old and heading for my first optometrist visit. I’m sure I had not heard of its original author: Dorothy Parker. But I clearly remember the glob of dread in my stomach, a symptom that I’d already somehow absorbed this message. If I flunked this vision test, I’d be wearing the shame of that failure on my face for all to see. Before I knew what a pass was, I knew it was a shame to not be worthy of one. Before I knew much about sex, I was molded by my culture’s norm: for girls, how you are seen is far more important than seeing.

I failed the optometrist’s eye test. I hated every one of my school pictures from then until I got contact lenses at seventeen.

I’m now old enough to say resolutely that it is childish to value my appearance more than seeing clearly. Besides, I’ve never relished fielding passes, even before my marriage (now in its fourth decade). Yet I switched back to glasses from contacts only after frames became both fashion statements and effective camouflage for the wrinkles around my eyes. The messages I had absorbed as a ten-year-old in the 1960s are not easily shed. “Put away childish things” is easier said than done. Aging happens willy-nilly; maturity is an ever-receding goal. And we are left puzzling over mysteries—large and small, important and trivial. Here’s a small one (or is it large?): Why do we care about being sexually attractive to a broad swath of humanity even if we are not looking for new partners?

This is a book about sexual insight: the clarity that we can gain when we succeed in applying moral acuity to sexuality. It is also a book that acknowledges how difficult an achievement of sexual insight is. Sex is complicated and riddled with mysteries. And sexuality isn’t just intellectually complicated; our sexuality is rife with moral complexities. Sex at its best is about integration and connection, but we know that many times people’s sexual behavior causes problems for them and pain for others. Much of this damage is neither malicious nor intentional. People often simply don’t foresee consequences or understand the effect they are having on others. Lack of sexual integrity will fog our moral vision about sex. Some part of us resists seeing clearly enough to know the full depths of our fragmentation. Sexual insight and sexual integrity rise and fall together. As a Christian I think that we all fall short of perfect integrity in all areas—sexuality is no exception. Because we all lack sexual integrity to some extent, none of us has perfect sexual insight. We are all more or less muddled about sex, at least some of the time.

In light of that, this project seems presumptuous. How can attempts at sharing sexual “insight” be more than cases of the blind trying to lead the blind? And even if one granted that some people have more sexual insight than others, is sexual insight the sort of asset that can be transferred from one person to another? Sexual insight might be like perfect pitch in music—something you either have or forever lack.

But sexual insight is not like perfect pitch. No one is born with it. And sexual insight, like physical sight, comes in varying degrees of clarity or distortion. Sexual insight is not an all-or-nothing matter. As in the case of physical sight, there are various strategies that can be undertaken to diagnose and cure distortions in our perspectives on sexuality. Optometry (which I use as a structural metaphor) is the art of diagnosing visual distortions and prescribing corrective lenses. Twenty-twenty vision is not needed in order to be an optometrist. In fact, my optometrist and I both wear glasses. But my optometrist knows far more about correcting vision than I do.

Acuity in the moral sense is difficult to attain in sexual areas, in part because sexuality is both pervasive and ambiguous. When is a touch sexual, as opposed to affectionate or ritual? The football player pats his teammate on the rear. The acquaintance briefly kisses your cheek. The person you had thought of as “just a friend” stares into your eyes and reaches over to nudge a strand of hair behind your ear. The caregiver helps the preschooler change clothes after an “accident.” Which of these is sexual? We cannot remove all the mystery from sexuality, but some ambiguities can be clarified. This is important because sexuality should enable human connection and flourishing, yet all too often we bruise and batter one another. Seeing sexuality better can help us connect while avoiding mayhem. Moral vision applied to sexuality is crucial for sexual insight.

This book is for anyone who values sexual insight and isn’t sure they’ve got 20/20 vision in this area. It is not just for young adults or adolescents. Yet some of what I’ll be sharing with you I’ve learned through spending several years teaching a course called Sexual Ethics to college students. Students come to the course with a variety of attitudes. Some take the class because they like the idea of getting college credit for thinking about sex. Thinking about sex comes naturally to them, so this class should be a breeze, right? Some are interested in ethical reflection and are intrigued to find out what others in the class think about applying ethical concepts to sexuality. Some are already sure they know what ethics should say about sexuality and just want to make sure that the professor and their fellow students know the truth. Some, frankly, are taking the class just because it fits their time schedule and doesn’t sound as daunting as Introduction to Physics. Each term the mix of students is different, but all of these students think they have increased their insight about sexuality by the end of the course. That’s not because their instructor is brilliant. Their sexual insights arise out of the “ahas” and “no ways” and “get reals” and “so whats” of grappling with the different perspectives on sexuality. They become more self-reflective and become more aware of how complicated living with sexual integrity is. Do they still have much to learn? Of course. We all do. Sexual wisdom is an ideal, a mark toward which one strives—neither they nor you nor I have fully attained it, but we can press on together in search of it.

This book is a philosophical essay written by a Christian. Philosophy is an art whose name comes from two Greek words that together mean “love of wisdom.” As a philosopher, I seek wisdom. Some philosophers think they’ve found enough wisdom in an area to write a treatise—a relatively comprehensive systematic account. Others, claiming to know less, write essays instead of treatises. The root meaning of essay is “an attempt.” I will be making my best attempt at truthfulness, but I cannot hand you wisdom as a prefabricated package. For one thing, I do not have wisdom as a done deal or complete package, either for myself or for others. And just as importantly, part of wisdom is self- reflection, as the classical Greek’s exhortation “Know thyself” reminds us. To know yourself you need to understand what matters most to you and why. Part of sexual wisdom is coming to know how much sex matters to you, what the sources of its value are in your life, and how sexuality fits into the array of all those things you care most about. Although seeking such self-understanding need not be a solitary exploration, some part of it must be a do-it-yourself exercise.

I, along with many—not all—of the students who have taken my Sexual Ethics course over the years, have been shaped by what I will be calling a covenantal view of sexuality. This view is integral to the Christian faith in its traditional forms, as well as to some other religious traditions. This view sees full sexual expression as an embodiment of the lifelong uniting of two individuals within one new, shared identity. For this reason, sexual intercourse should be reserved for marriage, and both premarital and extramarital sex fall short of God’s intentions for human sexuality. Sex is serious business, both ethically and religiously.

The covenantal vision for sexuality is an audacious ideal. It seems especially audacious in a society where the average age of first marriage is increasing, where the average age for first sexual intercourse is decreasing, and where divorce rates are high, for Christians no less than others. To some the covenantal vision has appeared dangerously unrealistic. Within the church, there is certainly debate about the implications of the covenantal view for issues such as divorce, homosexuality and long-term committed relationships before or in place of marriage. From outside the church, looking in, the covenantal view of sexuality can look grim and judgmental. Poet Beth Ann Fennelly includes the following striking lines in one of her recent poems:


On organized religion:

The man walking his dog in the apartment’s courtyard

Yelling “Shame!” every time it defecates.1



Are Christians who uphold the covenantal view judgmental? Judgmentalism is a disposition to derive satisfaction from making negative moral assessments.2 This disposition is rooted in the hope of enhancing one’s own moral worth by comparisons with the (supposed) lesser moral status of others. The motive that is central to judgmentalism is a kind of moral one-upmanship. The judgmental person finds satisfaction in seeing others fail because he thinks this shows him to be better than they are. Christians who spend inordinate time examining how others are living their lives and do so in order to feel morally superior are judgmental. This should stop. But the mere fact of having high ideals does not constitute judgmentalism. From the perspective of many outside the church, Christians look not just judgmental but also like people giving verbal assent to life-denying rules that no human being can live by without distortion and pain. If Christians want to bear witness to the livability of covenantal sexuality, we need to do so with our lives and not with diatribes. We need to do our best to live with sexual integrity and admit when we ourselves struggle to live in accord with our ideals.

Donna Freitas’s research on the relationship between religion and sexuality raises pertinent issues about sexual integrity. Her book Sex and the Soul: Juggling Sexuality, Spirituality, Romance, and Religion on America’s College Campuses examines emerging adults’ beliefs, attitudes and behaviors at three different kinds of U.S. institutions: public universities, Catholic colleges and universities, and Protestant evangelical colleges. Freitas found a basic cultural divide between two types of students: those who saw an intimate connection between religion and sex and those who split sex and religion into two entirely separate spheres. Perhaps somewhat confusingly, she calls those who integrate their religious views with their perspectives on sexuality “godly” and those who do not “secular,” even though many who saw no connection between sex and religion identified themselves as Protestant, Catholic or Jewish.

Almost all of the students Freitas interviewed who fell into that “godly” group—those who not only espoused but also strove to live out a covenantal view of sexuality—were evangelical Protestants attending evangelical institutions of higher education. Freitas found almost no integration of sexuality and religion among students who attended schools that had a sharp divide between the classroom, residential life and campus ministry organizations. Students who came to such schools from backgrounds that officially espoused a covenantal view of sexuality almost always ended up participating in the campus “hookup” culture rife with casual sexual encounters. In contrast, Freitas found frequent integration of sexuality and religion at schools where the covenantal view was communicated inside and outside the classroom and enforced both by campus rules and peer attitudes. So, one positive lesson coming from Freitas’s research is that only a holistic approach to inculcating sexual attitudes is likely to be effective.

But another lesson from Freitas’s project is that the emerging adults she interviewed, whether they were in her “godly” or “secular” group, suffered from many sexual muddles. Few of the students that Freitas interviewed had a very mature or realistic view of human character development. Those striving to live out the covenantal view clung tightly and fearfully to a fragile “purity” that they viewed as under constant threat. Purity was something they thought they had until they “lost” it by breaking a rule for chaste conduct. On the other hand, the students who compartmentalized their religious views and their sexual behavior and who enthusiastically (or grudgingly) participated in the hookup culture showed little awareness of when they were using others or being used by them.

The “secular” students often participated in sexual activity that they would rather have avoided, but that they felt they had no basis for declining. Some participated in the campus hookup culture because they liked it, but many felt pressure to participate. All sorts of status considerations were at stake: the status of whom one hooked up with (one’s partner’s attractiveness or social prestige), as well as the number of hookups. Young males were self-conscious if they had too hard a time hooking up. Young females often felt like they were in a fragile situation of losing status if they hooked up too often or too easily (because they might be labeled “easy” or a “dirty girl”). On the other hand, they felt like being unwilling or unable to hook up risked their being labeled a social loser.

Freitas notes that although those striving to live out a covenantal view benefited from having boundaries and standards, their boundaries were very brittle. Freitas says, “Several young women told me that, once they lost their virginity, they felt as though they might as well continue [to be sexually active]. After all, once you’ve done it, what’s the point of stopping?”3 While some could call upon the resources that the Christian tradition offers for redemption and forgiveness, others experienced a redefinition of themselves as “dirty” and alienated from both God and their Christian community. She observes, “The evangelical students I interviewed who had sex were torn up about it, hating themselves for falling into it and hating sex because they thought it a wrong thing to do outside marriage.”4

We should not be surprised to find that eighteen- to twenty-two-year-olds lack a mature view of sexuality. For the Christian, sexual maturity is one among many aspects of spiritual maturity, or Christlikeness. Sexual maturity is not a mere matter of biological or even psychophysical readiness to engage in sexual intercourse, nor is it an ability to “follow the rules.” Sexual maturity is intertwined with human wholeness—with integrity. And spiritual maturity is not a destination at which we arrive early in our lives—it is a calling that is out in front of us our whole lives long.

Reflecting on Donna Freitas’s student interviews should remind us that the covenantal view of sexuality can be an ideal that aids us in setting a trajectory toward sexual maturity, but if misconstrued it can hamper that development. Ideals are, in a sense, fictions, because they are never perfectly exemplified. Yet they are useful fictions. If we use ideals constructively they can serve as compass points in charting the course of our lives. Illusions are fictions too, but instead of helping us live purposefully, they bedevil us, suck us in and disable us from living well. Sexual insight involves the ability to discern the difference between ideal and illusion. It is easy for us to see the illusions embedded in the hookup culture’s cocktail of pleasure and power. But the covenantal view can itself easily deteriorate from an ideal to an illusion if our commitment to it interferes with either self-knowledge or compassion toward others. This is the sort of thing Jesus warns us against in imploring us to take the beam out of our own eye before we focus on the speck in someone else’s.

Those of us who adhere to the covenantal view of sexuality are, of course, aware that there are other competing views of sexuality within our culture. Altogether, I’ll be setting out six conceptions of sexuality that are widely exemplified in our culture. In addition to the covenantal view, there is what I will call the procreative view (taken by traditional Roman Catholics) and the romantic, expressive, power, and plain sex views of sexuality espoused by various secular voices within our society.

The long, complex, intertwining and sometimes warring histories of these views of sexuality in Western culture have embedded these views into our ways of seeing and being, whether we are conscious of them or not. Often in this book I’ll be using the words view and lens interchangeably. When philosophers and others use the term view, they often mean a theory. This is not a coincidence. The Greek word theoria, from which we get our word theory, was originally used of spectators in the tiered seats at a festival—those who were taking it all in, getting the big picture. People sometimes emphasize their sense that all our views should cohere into one overarching theory by talking of “worldviews.” The language of worldview assumes that we can articulate what our big-picture framework theories are and see how our specific views follow from our fundamental assumptions. “Worldview talk” uses a term in which view is embedded, but at bottom such talk is about theories, where theories are often presented as being more like deductive systems than perceptions. The treatise is the appropriate genre for presenting worldviews. In discussing views of sexuality in this essay, I will be using the term lens more often than theory and leaning hard on this metaphor. Talk of lenses acknowledges that we might have clarity in one area and be clueless elsewhere, that our perceptions of sexuality might not be amenable to systemization, that our insights might be fragmentary but still valuable.

Often theologians and philosophers who ponder sexuality focus on defending their favored theory against rival views, implying that it constitutes the whole truth about sex. Often rival accounts of sexuality are played off against one another in a way that draws attention to the positive aspects of one account while ignoring its deficiencies, at the same time concentrating on the negative aspects of competing views. This approach is a cheap and easy way of making a preferred option look like an uncontested winner.

If we treat views as theories or systematic accounts, we weigh their pros and cons, debate, defend our favorite, pick the winner. There is a place for weighing reasons and assessing rival views—we’ll be doing a considerable amount of that. Weighing reasons yields one kind of insight. But there is also a place for cultivating sensitivity to the varied ways that sexuality is viewed, for exploring how these perspectives converge and diverge.

Among Christians, our churches have taught us that the views that compete with the covenantal view are distortions caused by sin and lust—that we need to protect ourselves psychologically and spiritually from them. There is an element of truth in this claim. However, clinging too tightly to this partial truth will disable our ability to see other people and (especially) ourselves clearly. I will be discussing how the alternative lenses to the covenantal lens can supplement it and deepen the insight it provides when covenant is the central element focusing our sexual energies. We Christians too often forget that what theologians call “common grace” can undergird wisdom from non-Christian sources (Augustine called this “Egyptian gold,” an allusion to the plundering of Egypt that accompanied the Israelites’ exodus from bondage). We also too often forget that the continuing temporal effects of sin in the lives of Christians cause us all to be prone to distorted understanding of Christian truths. We need to ask ourselves how such distortions may have affected our grasp of covenantal sexuality.

To increase sexual insight we need to become both more self-reflective and more honest. Our lives as sexual beings are, in fact, irreducibly complex. Sex can matter to us in multiple ways. Few of us see sex through only one perspective, only one lens. Sometimes this is a curse, a major source of sexual muddle. But as we shall see, deftly combining multiple lenses can give us depth perception. There is some truth in seeing the covenantal and procreative views as “Christian,” and the romantic, power, expressive and plain sex views that I’ll be describing as “secular.” But Christians should not unreflectively dismiss the four “secular” views as merely clouding our vision (much more will be said about this, especially in chapter two). We need to become more aware of the lenses through which we and others are viewing sexuality, concentrating on our own eyes, lenses and blind spots before presuming to diagnose others.

It is in this spirit that I have refrained from discussing issues that can, for many Christians, seem to concern “them” rather than “us” until later in the book. Examinations of casual sex, prostitution and pornography will be deferred until chapters six and seven. We will be putting first things first by introducing the lenses in the first chapter, which constitutes part one, “Basic Equipment.” In the remainder of the book, then, we will be applying this basic equipment to three broad topics: Christian ideals (part one), complications (part two) and convolutions (part three).

In the two chapters that make up part two, “Christian Ideals,” we will be applying the lenses to marital sexuality and sexuality in singleness. Christians, especially Protestants who lack a space for celibacy as a role-related sacred calling within the church, have seen marriage as the normative context for sexuality. After discussing marriage, we will be clarifying the differences among virginity, chastity and sexual restraint, as well as exploring the role of the virtue of chastity for both those who are single and those who are married. Along the way, we will be exploring how lenses other than the covenantal lens are deployed in the history of Christian conceptions of marriage and singleness. We will be asking whether these other lenses can supplement the covenantal view without distorting it.

Part three, “Complications,” focuses on areas of sexuality where clarity can be especially hard to come by. The first chapter in this section, chapter four, addresses issues that have not gotten the ethical attention warranted by their complexity: the nature of flirtation and seduction, along with issues surrounding when wakening another’s sexual interest is problematic. Chapter five takes on a complex of issues surrounding homosexuality.

In part four, “Convolutions,” we will be taking a careful look at how our culture has been shaped by conceptions of sexuality that differ starkly from covenant ideals. From a covenant perspective these visions of sexuality are sadly deficient and lead to impoverished sexual lives. Chapter six looks at casual sex, and chapter seven examines the commoditization of sexuality in pornography and prostitution.

As we explore these topics together, you will be increasing your ability to discern when you are guided by an ideal and when you are befuddled by an illusion. To aid your quest for sexual insight and integrity, I will be discussing the six sexual lenses within a broad context of what is known as “Virtue Ethics.” A focus on virtue puts primary emphasis on the question “What sort of person should I be or become?” The virtue approach does not neglect the question of what we should do in particular circumstances. However, it sees that right actions are a natural outgrowth of being the best sort of person. To become the best sort of person, valuable character traits like honesty, courage, fair-mindedness, generosity, self-discipline and even-temperedness are to be cultivated. Damaging character traits like cruelty, laziness, dishonesty and cowardice are to be avoided. In chapter three, I’ll be explaining why the virtue of chastity, rightly understood as sexual integrity, is a central virtue. I will explain how chastity helps those who have it thrive as physical and spiritual beings. In the book’s conclusion I show how chastity is aided in the quest for sexual integrity by other virtues: justice, compassion, gratitude, creativity, playfulness and reverence.

An understanding of virtue is aided by stories that show us how to succeed in our quest for our ideals. Yet often the stories that help us most are not success stories but cautionary tales that show us the dangers of less than virtuous character. I’ve included many stories in this book—some of them are about successfully approximating ideals, but many of them have to do with illusion. Looking squarely enough at the damage caused by sexual illusions will help clear the way for celebrating the appropriate role of sexuality in our lives.

After finishing the book, you will not have all your questions about sexuality answered, but you will be more aware of the lenses through which you and others are seeing sex. Most importantly, you’ll be immunized against two illusions that plague our society: the illusion that we can see sex through no lens at all, and the illusion that sex can be our savior. I hope that this book aids your quest for sexual integrity. This is a worthy quest. To the extent that our lives are lived with sexual integrity, our sexuality will be a source of joy and delight for us and all those who are affected by it.
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SIX SEXUAL LENSES


Sex has many meanings. This is not a recent or postmodern observation. In the biblical book Song of Solomon, we hear Hebrew voices intertwined in intricate ways to display the complexities of sexual desire and courtship. These voices sing of exuberant celebration of the body, of longing, of quest, of doubt, of loss, and of warning: on the one hand, “be drunk with love” (Song of Solomon 5:1); on the other hand, “do not stir up or awaken love until it is ready!” (Song of Solomon 8:4). For centuries within the Christian tradition, Song of Solomon was interpreted solely as a spiritual allegory. God’s intention, it was thought, could not be to spend a whole biblical book singing about sex and sensuality. God’s intent must have been a prefiguring of Christ’s relationship to the church. Both the presence of the book in the canon and the history of the debate about its significance speak volumes to the variety of ways that sex has been viewed in Jewish and Christian traditions.

The Hebrews were not the only ancient civilization to ruminate about the meaning of sex. In ancient Greece, the great philosopher Plato recounted speeches about sexual desire in his Symposium. The Symposium is the story of a drinking party where the customary competition—seeing who can outdrink the others—is replaced with a different contest: seeing who can make the best speech in honor of Eros. Eros is the Greek word for sexual desire and also the name of one of the beings in the Greek mythic collection of deities. One speaker at Plato’s drinking party claims that Eros is an ancient god. Others disagree, claiming that eros is a common hunger. The stuffy doctor at the party claims that eros makes the world spin. Aristophanes, the playwright, spins a tale about eros being the desire to be glued to our long-lost other half. Finally, Socrates (Plato’s teacher and spokesperson) claims that eros, rightly pursued, leads beyond the physical to loving contemplation of the eternal.

The Symposium has an ambiguous ending. Before the speechmakers can engage the question of whether any of them have more sexual insight than the others, Plato has Alcibiades barge into the party and declare his unrequited desire to become Socrates’ lover. Plato uses this dramatic device to leave picking the winner of the speechmaking contest up to his readers. Readers of the Symposium are still debating who within the dialogue spoke with the most wisdom.

Since ancient times, then, we have known that sex has many meanings. We have puzzled over how to view our sexuality and live it out with integrity. Philosophers, theologians, psychologists and other experts who write about sexuality can seem to be assuming their own flawless, completely objective sexual insight. But sexuality is an area where complete objectivity is very unlikely. The apostle Paul tells us in his first letter to the Corinthians that “we see through a glass, darkly” (1 Corinthians 13:12 KJV). This is true of all areas central to our humanity and spirituality. Yet we need to strive for insight, starting where we are, doing the best we can, relying on God’s grace.


OPTICS AS METAPHOR 

For years now, my optometrist has been swinging a machine in front of my face that looks like a clumsily rendered butterfly with two massive, thick wings. There are dials and numbers on the wings and a glass hole in each. Again and again I’ve been told to rest my chin on the indentation provided and look through the eyeholes.

“What is that thing called?” I finally asked. The response sounded like “foropter”—maybe this was an echo of Lepidoptera, the Latin term for the order of butterflies. Did its inventors intend it to look like an iron butterfly?

“P. H. O. R. O. P. T. E. R.” My optometrist spelled it out for me. “Phoropter. I use it to calculate refractions.”

For those of you who have not gone through the ritual of a professional eye examination, you need to know that as the lenses are rotated and dropped into place, vision gets blurrier before it gets better. An oft-repeated question is “Is it clearer now?” Multiplicity without convergence fogs our vision; multiplicity with convergence yields clarity. “Which is clearer for you? This one? Or this second one?” the optometrist asks as he or she turns dials and flips lenses. “I’m not sure,” I often have to say honestly. Then the optometrist tries something new or circles around from some other direction in order to disambiguate the ambiguous.

Phoropter has a Greek root—phore, meaning bearing or carrying. When the lines of light refraction are carried to the optimal place at the back of both eyeballs, objects are seen with clear binocular depth perception. We call this 20/20 vision. The technical term for this is orthophoria—correct or optimal carrying of the light so that convergence yields clear vision.

Optics provides a useful metaphor for the quest for sexual insight. If views about sex are doctrines or theories, insight requires orthodoxy. Orthodoxy is too often assumed to preclude multiplicity. If views are lenses, however, sexual insight is aided by intellectual and moral orthophoria. In optical orthophoria, multiplicity plus convergence yields clarity. I invite you to spend the brief span of this book pondering what sexual orthophoria might entail and seeing whether you think you are closer to it by the book’s end.
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