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  No Stones is dedicated with love


  to my husband, David.


   


  Grow old along with me!


  The best is yet to be.”


  Robert Browning, "Rabbi Ben Ezra"
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  Every author and speaker has a list of his or her most frequently asked questions. Over the last twenty years I’ve repeatedly heard, “Is sexual addiction only a male problem, or do women struggle with this too? If so, how many and how does it differ from men?” The book you are about to read answers those questions so much better than I ever could.


  We live in a time of great cultural crisis about sexuality. The world would have us believe certain mythologies about sex, about men and about women. I fear that many women have been drawn into that darkness. It is time to remind ourselves of God’s design for sexual integrity and for sexual wholeness. We have needed this book for a long time.


  So many women have struggled with their sexual sins and temptations in silence. These women have longed for another person who understands their loneliness. By God’s grace, sometimes there are moments in history when lonely hearts like these find a voice, a companion, someone who understands and puts into words what has for so long been shamefully buried. I believe that No Stones will be such a voice and companion for women. This is a deeply spiritual and personal book. It is also practical and points to the way out.


  Like the story of the woman who came to the well of Samaria in the Gospel of John, many of you reading this book are ashamed of your past. You are too guilty to allow yourself to find the fellowship of others. You are lonely. You are thirsty for an affirming voice. You long to be heard, to be cared for, to be touched and held, to be passionately desired for your mind and spirit, and to be embraced by a loving God. You have heard the story of the prodigal son and wondered if there ever was a prodigal daughter. You perhaps have even cried out to God, “Is it always about men?!”


  Marnie has been at that well. She has also been that thirsty. She has found that living water that only Christ can give. In this book Marnie follows the example of that woman at the well who went back to her village and told the message of salvation.


  Writing a book is a journey. It is a journey of growth in knowledge. It is a journey of gaining insight about what has been helpful to others. It is a journey of spiritual maturity. It is a journey of tears. It is a labor of love. For Marnie it has often been like the journey of being pregnant and well past your due date. The child inside is the child of hope for others. When will the child be born? Why is the waiting so long and the birth experience so painful? Marnie has patiently stayed with the process.


  It is a miracle to me that a woman who has not had a mother for most of her life has been such a wonderful mother herself. It is that same miracle that a woman who never had a sister has become such a sister to others. These miracles show me the result of depending on God’s love more than on any earthly relationship. When we learn to be totally dependent on the heavenly Father, God transforms us into being able to give to others that which we long for the most for ourselves.


  It takes great courage to tell your story. Many of you will find your own story in these pages. That will be sometimes frightening and sometimes comforting. I believe that you will find this book a source of great information and encouragement. There is hope!


  It has been a joy to know Marnie as a friend and colleague and to see what God has done in her life. As you get to know her heart, I pray that you also will find the blessing of a friend who provides hope and inspiration for your journey.


   


  Mark Laaser, Ph.D.


  Letter to the Reader
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  Dear Reader,


  The book that you have in your hands is most likely the heaviest book you will ever read. Chances are you are reading No Stones because you or a close friend is a female sex addict. I can guarantee you that this book will not be an “easy read.” I have grown up as the daughter of a female sex addict, and even though I know her story and her experiences throughout recovery, I still had a hard time reading parts of this book.


  In reading No Stones you will see yourself as the little girl who was abandoned or abused. In these pages you will also see actions and thoughts that you could never put into words. I have faith that if you allow him, God will speak to you in an incredible way through this book. He spoke to me.


  This book gave me insight that mere words could never express. I learned why my mom acted how she did and that she had no intention of hurting me, my brother or my dad. I learned that there is reason behind the madness. I learned that a person’s past cannot simply be forgotten or written off as unimportant, because it truly has a significant impact on the future.


  God’s hand has been visible to me throughout the stages of this book. I’ve watched No Stones grow from an idea to a manuscript to this, its final form. I’ve seen my mom cry out of frustration and anger because she knew that it was God’s will that she write No Stones, but nothing seemed to be falling into place. Through her journey in writing this book, I’ve seen that if something is God’s will, it will happen on his timing.


  My prayer for you, the reader, is that you read No Stones with an open heart and mind and that you prepare yourself for the journey you are about to start whether you are an addict, a co-addict, a codependent or a caring friend. If you have never stepped out of your comfort zone, you will once you turn the page. And even though this might be one of the heaviest books you will ever read, it will also be one of the most beneficial on the road to recovery.


  Reader, I know that my mother thinks of you often and prays for you even more. Please know that you are loved by my mom, but more importantly, by your heavenly father. There is absolutely nothing you can do to make God love you any less than he loved you when you came out of your mother’s womb. That is why he will never throw stones.


  I also know that you can conquer this. My mom did and because of that she is an inspiration to me. The road ahead is a long, hard one, but a path has been cleared for you and written so that you can refer to it. Do that as often as necessary.


  In the name of the One who heals,


  Marnie’s Daughter


  Preface
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  I remember what it was like to fear that anyone who really knew me would be quick to throw stones. I knew such treatment was what I deserved: to be dragged into the dust. Shamed. Shunned. Stoned. I was a modern woman caught in adultery.


  When I first walked into that Christian counseling center, I felt broken beyond repair. I identified with Rahab the harlot in the Old Testament, though I couldn’t imagine God would spare any wrath toward me. I truly believed I was beyond redemption. I couldn’t continue to live the way I was, and I was too afraid to die.


  I wished often in those early days for a woman I could follow along this road of recovery. I longed to have a female who could understand the particular struggles and pains of my heart. I wanted to read about myself and my problem in a book filled with feminine pronouns and descriptions instead of the male ones I found. At that time there was no female voice or leader. No literature on how women too can struggle with sexual addiction. As I gained deliverance and healing, I prayed for the opportunity to provide that voice to other women who were stuck in sexual sin. I asked for courage and to be equipped for the task. I asked for the support of my husband and children.


  This book is the answer to those prayers. In God’s perfect calendar, the outline for this book poured forth on an airplane as I was returning from teaching about sex addiction. That day was the seven-year anniversary of my sobriety date. The symbolism of the date is significant to me. In biblical times, the year after seven cycles of seven years was determined by God to be a year of Jubilee, a period of resting and reaping from the fruits of the land. It was a time of celebration and renewal. To me, this book is a personal Jubilee. A bringing to fruition the seeds God planted seven years earlier in my heart.


  After writing the initial outline, I spent two years completing the manuscript. When numerous Christian publishers rejected it, God used the rejections to humble my notions of fame, which was a necessary lesson. I chose to use a Christian self-publishing firm as a way to get the word out and offer a resource to women, and No Stones first appeared in print in 2002 as a self-published work. Now, after seven more years, I’m grateful to have the book accepted by InterVarsity Press, a major Christian publisher. It’s a testimony of how far we’ve come in our understanding of sexual addiction, including among women. I hope this boost brings the book into the hands of more women who need it.


  This new publishing opportunity has allowed me to update the book with the latest research and expand it in several key areas. Each chapter contains reflection questions which can be used either in a small group setting or for individual consideration. If used in a small group, I encourage participants to take no more than one chapter at each meeting. Each woman should read the chapter and answer the questions in advance. During the group meeting each woman can share her thoughts on each question and then the group can move into a general discussion of the chapter.


  I include many women’s stories in the book, and I appreciate their willingness to share their experiences. The stories are true, but the names and identifying details have been changed to provide anonymity. In some cases, the illustrations are compilations of several women’s stories.


  With a grateful, humble heart, I pray the reader will find hope and understanding within these pages. It is possible to experience healing. While I certainly have been imperfect in my walk of recovery, I have found answers, wholeness, peace and restoration of relationships beyond my wildest dreams. I give God the glory!


  Introduction


  MARNIE AND DAVID FERREE’S STORY
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  The great Western novelist Louis L’Amour opens his novel Lonely on the Mountain with this line: “There will come a time when you believe everything is finished. That will be the beginning.” As a writer, when I first read L’Amour’s line I thought it was a wonderful way to begin a book. Today, on a much deeper level I understand what those words really mean.


  The “finished” state in my life and marriage came in the winter of 1990 when I received the devastating diagnosis of early stage cervical cancer caused by the sexually transmitted disease HPV (human papillomavirus). As I hung up the phone after the doctor’s call, my mind raced with images of medical treatments, of figuring out how to care for my young children while I was ill, and especially of telling my husband. I knew that my secret life was about to be exposed.


  David and I had married in 1981 (just a few weeks after Princess Diana), and for the first few years we’d been very happy. It was a second marriage for us both, but we’d each married young, neither of us had any children, and we both had divorced after only four years. We viewed our life together as an opportunity to start over after a serious misstep in our youth. David had an excellent position in a Fortune 100 company, and we had more money than we needed to be comfortable. Within a few years we were blessed with a beautiful, healthy daughter and son.


  But underneath the veneer of tranquil, suburban, upper-middle-class life, I harbored a number of secrets. The darkest one—and the one most pertinent to my health issue—was a secret I’d successfully hidden for almost twenty years. Something I’d denied, rationalized and justified since the age of fourteen. A reality too painful to admit and so unrecognized in women that I’d never heard its name: I was a sex addict.


  At the time of my cervical cancer diagnosis, I was intensely involved in an extramarital affair. It was only the latest of many similar relationships throughout both my marriages. In fact, my unfaithfulness had been the reason for the end of my first.


  It was two more years before I heard that clinical diagnosis of sexual addiction, and even then, it was almost impossible to accept. A sex addict? What a horrible name! Surely that description didn’t apply to me. I was a nice, conservative, church-going soccer mom with a college degree and a long list of accomplishments. I had an equally nice husband, though I’d come to quietly resent him over the years.


  David worked hard and provided well. He was a kind, gentle man with a methodical head on his shoulders and a calm demeanor. He had a giving spirit and was a good father. He, however, was also unfamiliar with the landscape of intimacy. David was a practical man, not an emotional one. He didn’t know how to talk about matters of the heart, and he wasn’t able to show his feelings. Though I’d initially been attracted to his stability, I’d come to resent his lack of spontaneity and emotional presence. I viewed him as boring, shut down, and worse. I blamed him for the growing detachment in our marriage and for my growing discontent. I wondered how I’d again married the wrong person, and I believed that if I were married to Mr. Right, my life would be the magical one I’d always dreamed of.


  I had little understanding of my own behavior and less understanding of my own story. I was a preacher’s daughter who had been raised in the church. Our family looked perfect and was widely respected. I was raised with many advantages and was an excellent, popular student. Sure, we’d had our share of sorrow. When I was three years old, my mother had died from colon cancer, and my two older brothers and I were left to be raised largely by a grandmotherly helper who came to live in our home.


  Our family spiritualized our feelings of grief, and we never talked about our loss. My father, brothers and I soldiered on, each lost in our separate pain. My father buried himself in “God’s work” and gave little time to his family, which was the custom for his generation, especially for members of the clergy. As a grown woman with children of my own, I had no idea how deeply I’d been affected by my mother’s death and my father’s absence.


  I had even less understanding of the rest of my story. Like most people, I viewed my situation as normal. Beginning when I was five years old, a dear family friend assumed a fatherly role in my life, and for the next fifteen years he was a central figure in our home. It was a very positive relationship in many ways as he taught me how to roller skate, encouraged me as a fledgling writer, and listened to my hopes and dreams. However, this friend also exposed me to lots of pornography (and himself), and he steadily groomed me as a sexual predator. In gradually escalating sexual activity, he exploited my loneliness, which he filled with fun activities during the day and long talks deep into the night when my father was away. I was ten years old before I realized that some of the things we were doing must be “sex,” which, of course, was never discussed in my home. By the time we actually had intercourse when I was fourteen, the only way I could make sense of the sexual relationship was to blame myself.


  My friend was gentle and “loving” with me. He spent time with me and was attentive to me. I loved him and sought his company. He said he loved me and that our relationship was special. How could I not be at fault for our sexual activity? I believed I had chosen (as a ten-year-old!) to be sexual with a man fifteen years my senior. Especially by the time I was fourteen and running my family’s household, I thought I was old enough to choose to have sex with a man almost old enough to be my father.


  And when I kept choosing to have sex as a promiscuous teen (desperate for the love and attention this man had removed), there was only one way I could frame my behavior: I was a whore. A horrible, terrible person. That identity was my internal self-description for the next twenty years, and I lived it out in a variety of ways.


  I never told a soul about my double life, and I protected my secret with overachievement and perfection. I followed my father and brothers in pouring myself into church work. At the same time, I medicated my loneliness and shame with relationships that were both intense and sexual.


  I thought that getting married would cure my promiscuity. Soon, though, I discovered my husband couldn’t fill the gaping, black hole inside, which I could only identify as an aching, tender place within. Eventually, I resumed my pattern of looking for love in the arms of men. With each affair, I shrouded my heart in another blanket of shame. I knew my behavior was wrong, but I was powerless to stop despite my many attempts. At that point, I had no clue that what I was doing fit the classic definition of an addiction.


  My diagnosis of cervical cancer caused by a sexually transmitted disease was God’s wake-up call on my life. I was forced to confirm for David the affairs he’d long suspected and chosen to ignore. The diagnosis propelled us onto a path we had never dreamed we would walk. A path that today we view with immense gratitude.


  At first we focused on my physical healing, and I went through three surgeries in the next twelve months. Eventually, the cancer was gone and my body healed. But I discovered my spirit and soul were still diseased.


  Despite my good intentions, I continued in my latest affair. I knew my behavior (including unprotected sex) was literally killing me, and I was powerless to stop. Finally, with desperate thoughts of suicide bouncing darkly behind my eyes, I did something I’d never done before: I asked for help. I called a dear friend, poured out my truth, and received grace that was shocking and amazing. I started an intense period of therapy, and the healing began.


  With the help of a gifted Christian counselor, I came to understand my story. I put the responsibility for my early sexual activity back on the abuser, which is where it belonged. I grieved the abandonment from my mother and my father, and I saw that my affairs were just false solutions to deep inner pain and legitimate needs. Eventually, I let others into my life when I became active in a Twelve Step group for recovery from sexual addiction. With the help of safe, intimate friends, I was able to end unsafe, sinful affairs. I learned what genuine intimacy felt like, and to my surprise, it wasn’t sexual.


  I learned that sexual addiction really isn’t about sex at all, which is something I had intuitively always known. It is an intimacy disorder—a desperate search for love, touch, affirmation, affection and approval. Obviously, sexual addiction is false intimacy and a false solution for legitimate needs, but it’s driven by pain and loneliness, not by physical gratification. The cry of the heart is for intimate connection with yourself, with others, and with God, whom I never believed could love or care for a “whore” like me.


  The best part of the healing process was coming to know a God I’d never imagined—a God of pursuing grace who was fully able to meet my needs. I traded my rules-based religion for relationship-based spirituality. (Grace motivates in a way that shame cannot, and I longed to respond to God’s love with obedience, rather than perform out of fear.) In every way, I became a “new creature.”


  Obviously, my marriage improved when I remained faithful to it. But David and I discovered after a few years that our healing journey was still significantly incomplete. Though David looked liked the much healthier one in our coupleship (after all, he hadn’t had affairs or done the terrible things I had), our counselor gently identified his own areas of impairment. We realized David had his own demons to deal with, especially in the area of his profound, untreated depression, which crippled and isolated him.


  David too was raised in a clergyman’s family, though his upbringing was significantly healthier than mine. He was spared sexual abuse and other forms of recognizable trauma. He had loving parents and a brother who were positive figures in his life. But David’s internal landscape was shaped in ways just as profound as mine. When he was a young child, his father had an extended hospitalization for catatonic depression, which in the dark days of mental health treatment in the 1950s was just as shameful as sex addiction is today. His family was embarrassed, and they never talked about their experience.


  During their dad’s hospitalization, David’s brother went to live with family members 300 miles away, because his hyperactivity was too much for their stressed mother to handle. (No one knew of attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, ADHD, in the 1950s either.) David learned the best way to navigate life was to be quiet, avoid attention or conflict, ignore his own needs and wait for the hard times to pass. He struggled with an intimacy disorder—which was actually just the other side of the coin from mine.


  Unknowingly, David and I were two wounded people who had each found another wounded person to dovetail with our pain. For each of us, the greatest (unrecognized) fear was abandonment, and we unconsciously believed we’d found someone who would never leave us like the key figures of our childhood. In David’s stability, I thought I’d found security, and in my dominant personality, he thought he’d found someone resilient and strong like his mother. Sadly, we both were wrong.


  Yet God gave our marriage a new beginning, one that didn’t come until we thought the marriage was over. We were surprised to discover God had an amazing plan for our coupleship. From our deepest wounds, including the ones we’d inflicted on each other, our heavenly father forged our deepest healing. After two-and-a-half years of my sobriety from sexual addiction and significant healing from core trauma, we took a second major turn in the road when David embraced his own healing journey. He began to explore his story and how it had shaped the man he had become. He discovered crucial things about himself that had affected our relationship, and he bravely addressed them. He did so in his sweet, methodical fashion, which by this point I had come to appreciate.


  David learned how to identify his feelings and fears and how to share them with me, which was very difficult for him. He risked stating his needs and engaging in healthy conflict. He did his own recovery work, including taking part in a Twelve Step program for co-sex addiction. He stepped up to the plate and assumed responsibility for his part in our relationship dance.


  Slowly, we learned what it meant to be a genuinely intimate couple. We became emotional and spiritual partners, instead of just practical cohorts. The roots of our coupleship grew deeper and our bond stronger. I discovered that dear practical David, who for years had felt emotionally unavailable to me, was actually the one man in my life who had not abandoned me. And David found that despite the deep ways I had betrayed him, I was deeply committed to him and accepted him exactly as he was. We encouraged each other to develop into our healthy, true selves. We found that we greatly complemented each other’s strengths and compensated for each other’s weaknesses. Together, we became something neither of us could be alone.


  Our journeys, separate and together, have moved past our personal lives and have evolved into ministry. At that “finished” point of coming to the end of myself, I thought God was through with me. How could I ever do anything positive for God after the profound ways I had failed him? In this area too I was graced with a new beginning. After a year or two of coffee-cup counseling, where I talked informally with other women who had similar stories, I returned to graduate school and earned a master’s degree to counsel professionally. Quickly my practice centered on sexual addiction and sexual trauma. Before long I came to direct a Christ-centered, therapeutic workshop program for those affected by sexual addiction.


  Bethesda Workshops now serves clients from across the country who come to Nashville for help and hope. In this effort David and I are a meaningful team. I’m the front person, the one visible and in charge, but David is a steady contributing force. He hauls materials to the workshop site and helps with anything behind the scenes that needs doing. He keeps the home fires burning when I’m gone for workshops or speaking engagements, and he supports me when I’m tired or discouraged. When we started affirming each other’s natural gifts, we discovered how much we needed each other—and how fulfilling and fun it is to enhance each other.


  A few years ago another tragedy provided a measuring stick of how far we’d come since our end and our new beginning. We were stunned when David was diagnosed with renal cell carcinoma—advanced kidney cancer. His prognosis was bleak.


  One night we were rocking quietly in our darkened den, and David pulled me into his lap and held me close. “I want you to know that no matter what happens, it’ll be okay,” he promised. “I’m at peace with this situation, and I have no regrets. I’m grateful that we’ve had such a good life.”


  I looked at him incredulously. “A good life? Now I know you’re really sick,” I teased. “Where were you during all those awful years? How can you say we’ve had a good life together?”


  David was quiet a few seconds and then responded in his typical understated way. “Yeah, we’ve had some hard times, I guess. But it took those tough times to get us where we are tonight, and I wouldn’t trade being here for anything.”


  At that moment, I knew the outcome had been worth all the pain of the journey. L’Amour’s promise was true: at the time you think everything is finished, that will be the beginning.[1]


  PART ONE

   

  The Problem


  Woman Caught in Adultery
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  Jesus went across to Mount Olives, but he was soon back in the Temple again. Swarms of people came to him. He sat down and taught them. The religion scholars and Pharisees led in a woman who had been caught in an act of adultery. They stood her in plain sight of everyone and said, “Teacher, this woman was caught red-handed in the act of adultery. Moses, in the Law, gives orders to stone such persons. What do you say?” They were trying to trap him into saying something incriminating so they could bring charges against him.


  Jesus bent down and wrote with his finger in the dirt. They kept at him, badgering him. He straightened up and said, “The sinless one among you, go first: Throw the stone.” Bending down again, he wrote some more in the dirt.


  Hearing that, they walked away, one after another, beginning with the oldest. The woman was left alone. Jesus stood up and spoke to her. “Woman, where are they? Does no one condemn you?”


  “No one, Master.”


  “Neither do I,” said Jesus. “Go on your way. From now on, don’t sin.” (John 8:1-11 The Message)


  1
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  The Secret Sin of Sexual Addiction
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  Maria frowned as she pulled into the garage. It was 2:30 a.m.—much later than she’d planned to be out. She hoped her husband or children wouldn’t wake up and realize she was just now getting home. She’d have to remember to tell the girlfriend she was supposed to have been with that she had stayed out this late just in case her husband mentioned it. She wondered if he had any clue about where she’d really been. Probably not, she reassured herself. He was pretty clueless in general, she thought. His dullness was why her life needed some excitement.


  On the other hand, Maria felt guilty for deceiving him. All things considered, he was a decent guy. He didn’t deserve what she had done in violating her marriage vows. Maria was ashamed she had again so quickly broken her promise to God that she wouldn’t be with her lover again. Just last Sunday she had gone forward during the altar call. But she was bored in her marriage and her lover was so attentive. They had such a powerful connection! Surely it wasn’t hurting her husband if he didn’t know. After all, her other affairs hadn’t harmed him, had they?


  Maria tossed her head as if to shake off the competing thoughts. At the moment, she had practical things to consider—like how to avoid her husband’s detecting she smelled like another man’s cologne. She decided to get up early and shower before he was awake. Her escapades sure were less complicated when she was single.


  Maria vowed to make up for her sin by being extra nice. She resolved to be more patient with the children. She’d get up early and fix pancakes for breakfast. Maybe they could even go for ice cream after school. She’d work an extra shift at the church bazaar. She’d plan something special for her Bible class Sunday morning. She’d be on time and more responsible with the checkbook. She’d pull it back together somehow. She had to.


  Maria sighed. The thought of her church friends made her shudder. What would they think of her if they knew? Everyone believed she was so together. So religious. She could never face them if she were discovered! The familiar, sick feeling washed over her. She felt overwhelmed with shame. Yet she felt so driven. So powerless to stop what she knew in her heart was wrong. I’m nothing more than a hypocrite, she thought. The self-judgment stung, but she couldn’t deny it. Why else do I do what I do?


  Tomorrow, she resolved. I’ll stop the affair tomorrow. I can do it this time. I know I can. I have to!


  You may be shocked by Maria’s story. Or perhaps you view her situation as unusual. Surely only a handful of women are involved in this type of sexual sin. And, of course, none of them could be “good” women who go to church and are married and car pool their children and hold down a job. Women who sleep around must be different. Aren’t they easily recognizable as the cheap women they are? Their hair is bleached blond or colored a brassy red. They wear figure-enhancing clothes. And figure-revealing. They swish their hips when they walk and bat their eyes seductively. They live in that bad part of town and socialize with questionable kinds of companions. They use vulgar language. They abuse alcohol and drugs. You’d never come in contact with them in your circle. Surely.


  The truth is that Maria’s story is painfully common. She represents thousands of women, including Christian women, who are involved in sexually sinful and addictive behavior. Maria could be your tennis partner, your lawyer, your child’s teacher, your neighbor. She could have sung that beautiful solo in church last Sunday morning. Maybe she greeted you in the grocery store last night. She is any one of untold numbers of women who are trapped in sexual sin and feel there is no way out. Perhaps Maria describes even you.


  Sexual misconduct is, by nature and necessity, a secret sin. If Maria were going to share her struggle with someone, where would she turn? Could she tell her pastor? The minister’s spouse? Would she be comfortable confessing her affair to her small group or her Sunday school class? Would she dare to ask for the prayers of the church and specifically divulge why? Maria is afraid even to call the crisis hotline or visit a counselor. She doesn’t think anyone could understand her struggle, much less help her. She doesn’t trust she wouldn’t be stoned for her sins.


  Women like Maria (and perhaps like you) feel all alone. Because no one in the church talks about sexual temptations, especially among women, it’s easy to believe no other female has similar issues. When was the last time you heard an honest, nonhumorous discussion among Christian women about their difficulties and struggles in the sexual area? Have you ever heard such a conversation? I believe that silence about sexual matters is a great shortcoming of the church. Have you gotten the message sexual problems are simply too bad to talk about?


  Sexual addiction is a secret sin that has been around since biblical times, yet it has been denied, ignored, undiagnosed and untreated for centuries. Those within religious communities have been quick to condemn such sin, and rightfully so, but they also have been unwilling or unable to understand the sexual sinner and offer her the help she so desperately needs.


  The shame associated with sexual mistakes is profound. Sexual sin has typically been considered somehow worse than other kinds of sins. When you think of King David, the sin of adultery usually comes to mind before his sin of murder. The fear of being discovered in sexual sin makes it especially difficult for strugglers to ask for help. And when the problem has escalated beyond “just” a rare or occasional sexual slip into the realm of sexual addiction, the shame can be paralyzing.


  Ignorance and misunderstanding about the concept of an addiction to sex is widespread. Knowledge and research is fairly new. Only in the last thirty years has attention been directed toward this area. The whole field is probably at the point where alcoholism was fifty years ago. Then, you may remember, people viewed alcoholism as simply moral failure. Most shamed the alcoholic and told her to “just stop!” Today, though, we understand much more about the disease of alcoholism, including the proven biological components. Now if someone admits to being a recovering alcoholic, she likely receives unqualified respect. Even within the church, the sober alcoholic often enjoys affirmation for facing the problem and turning her life around. Friends join her in celebrating her recovery.


  But when someone admits to being a sexual addict, the reaction is quite different: “You’re a what?” The response is usually horror and disgust. Or fear. Some sex addicts report people avoided them and kept their children away too. “My friends didn’t want me around their daughters,” one male addict said. “I’ve never considered being sexual with a child, but they immediately assumed I was some kind of pedophile.” One female addict’s church asked her to leave when she revealed she had struggled years before with sexual sin. She reported, “I felt like I had leprosy.”


  As if the shame of being addicted to sex isn’t bad enough, the stigma of being a woman who struggles with this problem is particularly intense. I sometimes tease my male colleagues who are recovering sex addicts that my shame is greater than their shame. I honestly believe that’s accurate. Our culture has the attitude that “boys will be boys” or that illicit sexual behavior is “just a male thing.” A female who has a sexual addiction is considered especially perverted. After all, women aren’t even supposed to like sex. We’re the ones with the proverbial headaches.


  The female sex addict quickly embraces an identity of shame, rather than seeing herself as created in the image of God. She questions whether God even loves her at all. How could she be a Christian and remain involved in sexual sin? The only way to make sense of that dual reality is to condemn herself. My own self-description (privately, at least) was “slut.” I knew what I was doing was wrong; I knew I couldn’t stop. The only conclusion must be that I was a horrible, terrible person. The label that matched how I felt inside was “whore.” The juxtaposition of my heart for God and my lust of the flesh caused me to doubt my salvation. I was afraid of being stoned by God.


  A common assumption is that sex addicts are nothing more than moral failures who are weak of character and will. Clearly they must lack faith and genuine commitment to God. If they would only try harder and be more intentional in their Bible study and prayers, they wouldn’t sin sexually. These beliefs are inaccurate and only compound an addict’s shame. Perhaps like you, most sexually addicted women have prayed about their problem and begged God to free them from its power. They’ve read God’s Word and been convicted of their sin. They have tried to stop and have been unable to maintain abstinence from inappropriate sexual behavior. If the solution were as simple as taking these steps, far fewer women would remain enslaved. Failure to stop acting out, despite their best intentions, only increases these women’s shame. To be judged as nothing more than morally corrupt adds to that pain.


  While sexual addiction is unquestionably sinful behavior, to stop with this explanation alone is to miss other critical factors that are involved. Sexual addiction is also a disease. It’s not an “either-or” issue. It is “both/and.” If the question is, Is it a disease or is it sin? the answer is yes. My guess is that if you personally struggle with sex addiction, you already intuitively understand this idea.


  I’ll discuss thoroughly the disease concept of addiction in chapter three. At this point, please simply accept the challenge to look beyond a one-dimensional, moral explanation for what is, in truth, a complex and multifaceted problem. Accepting sexual addiction as a bona fide disease doesn’t in any way absolve an addict from responsibility for her sinful behavior. She clearly must admit her immorality, become convicted of her status as a sinner before God, repent of her actions and lust, and turn from her behavior. Her recovery will be temporary and shallow, however, if she only takes these spiritual steps.


  Perhaps a helpful illustration is to compare sexual addiction to the disease of diabetes. While no one denies the clear biomedical nature of diabetes, we also understand the patient’s responsibility to implement life-long choices in managing that disease. It is the foolish diabetic who shrugs her responsibility to modify her eating and lifestyle habits because she “has a disease” and “can’t help it.” In a similar way, it’s up to the sexual addict to seek treatment for her disease of addiction and follow through consistently with those measures that are necessary for sobriety.


  If the church and individual Christians want to help sexually addicted women—those “caught in adultery” as Scripture describes the woman brought to Jesus—they must put down their stones of condemnation and offer a way out. I’m not recommending excusing or condoning sexual addicts’ behavior. I’m simply suggesting Christians move beyond the barrier of judgment and discard their stones of shame.


  Even the Master said, “Neither do I condemn you” (John 8:11).


  Questions for Reflection or Small Group Discussion


  
    	What label(s) have you applied to yourself?


    	Have you told anyone about your struggle? What reaction did you get?


    	What is it like to find a book devoted to female sex addiction?

  


  2

  [image:  ]

  Messages About Being Female
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  The couple who sat in my office was in their early thirties and had been married several years. They had no children. Both were professionals who were successful and well respected in their fields. The wife came to our sessions meticulously groomed and wearing the latest fashion. Each spouse had been raised in a religious home, and they claimed to embrace general religious principles. They attended a mainstream Protestant church with some regularity.


  The presenting problem was a growing distance in the relationship and a lack of marital intimacy. The wife had recently ended an affair, which she had disclosed to her husband. Over several sessions we had discussed the husband’s reaction to the affair, how it had happened, and what it meant to each of them and to the relationship. Both wished to remain married to the other, and they wanted help figuring out how to make their marriage work.


  So far our work together had seemed fairly standard, though certainly sad. My surprise came when we began exploring what this couple wanted their relationship to be like in the future. Both spouses were clear that the kind of emotional attachment the wife had known with her affair partner was harmful to their marriage. In fact, they felt the emotional part of the affair was more damaging than the sexual part. That kind of connection, they agreed, was clearly off limits. But the wife went on to explain she saw no problem with occasional, “uncomplicated” sexual liaisons. No emotional messiness, mind you. But pure sexual encounters were okay. Her reasoning went like this:


  The idea of monogamy is out of sync with today’s culture. It just doesn’t work. I know the Bible talks about it, but the Bible was written in a vastly different time. Back then people didn’t have as many options and didn’t live as long. They wouldn’t have spent 40 or 50 years with a spouse. When the Bible talks about sexual fidelity to one person, it’s in the same category as telling women to have long hair to cover their heads. It just doesn’t apply to our times. Long-term marriage, and especially long-term sex, with one person can become so boring. As long as the emotional, “love” kind of stuff doesn’t get involved, I see no problem with occasional one-night stands. The attention of a different guy makes me feel pretty and desired, which is always great for my self-esteem. I’m a happier person when I know I look good and some man wants me physically. As long as I stay emotionally committed to my marriage, what’s wrong with a little excitement every now and then?


  To my dismay, her husband agreed. “I’m glad you brought it up,” he said. “I wouldn’t have dared suggest it, but I think your idea is great!”


  Despite my challenge to their thinking, this couple left my office pleased with the “new freedom” they’d agreed to in their marriage. They believed it would give them the excitement they wanted—and were obviously unwilling to cultivate with each other. They cancelled their next appointment, and I haven’t heard from them since.


  In my view this young wife fell prey to the unhealthy messages that bombard her from our culture. She believes her “happiness” is what’s most important. Equally alarming, she thinks her beauty and attractiveness are what will make her happy. She thinks she’ll find her validation as a woman from being with a variety of men. This wife also buys the idea that sexual monogamy is boring and unrealistic. She’s swallowed the “more is better” mentality. Her attitudes may appear extreme, but actually they’re the sadly predictable response to her environment.


  Cultural Messages


  Today’s culture offers powerful messages about women and about sex. These pervasive beliefs are woven through Western society so insidiously that we often internalize them without being consciously aware. Consider the ways you’ve bought into the following ideas.


  Sex equals power. Culture portrays sexuality as a woman’s ticket to getting almost anything she wants. Advertisers use sex to sell everything from soap to coffee to automobiles. The media trains women to use their bodies to manipulate, influence or control. Females learn to use seduction to get attention or to avoid responsibility. To be beautiful and sexy is to have power.


  Even before they go to school most little girls are already aware of the power they possess in their sexuality. They can’t articulate it as such, but they know it’s there. Watch any dance class for young girls, and you’ll observe them being specifically taught to shake their chests or rear ends and to move seductively. Adults applaud these children for being provocative and laugh at how “cute” they are. Modern cheerleaders are the same way. It’s not just the scantily clad ones that “cheer” for professional football teams. In almost any high school gym on a Friday night, you’ll see young women purposefully strutting their “stuff.” It’s a clear expectation of cheering; the question is, cheering what?


  Packaging and presentation are all-important. The image of the perfect female body is held up as the measure of what it means to be a woman. Perfection is to have flawless skin, gorgeous hair, big breasts, a small waist, curvaceous hips and shapely legs. The packaging is more important than the product. Throw in the right makeup, clothes and perfume and a woman can supposedly have the world at her manicured fingertips. This message is part of the insidious impact of pornography. The perfectly sculpted bodies, smiling faces and exotic settings enhance the lie that a woman’s sexuality is her all-important feature. Women and men alike compare their own bodies and experiences to those portrayed in pornography, and the result is always disappointment, perhaps even despair. Women often view porn featuring other women because they want to compare themselves to the images, not necessarily because they’re attracted to the same sex. Dissatisfaction with their bodies, which is greatly influenced by culture as well as pornography, leads many women into the dangerous world of eating disorders as they try to starve or purge themselves into matching the image of the “beautiful” female.


  If ya’ got it, flaunt it. Today’s culture also trains women to be exhibitionists. You need only watch one of the television award shows like the Emmys or the Oscars to see this displayed. Females are dressed in less and less, with ever plunging necklines, higher and higher slits, and thinner and thinner material. The titillation effect is paramount. The press devotes a great deal of attention to describing these so-called gowns and the daring of the women who wear them. Mainstream news anchors also sport short skirts, oiled legs and low tops. It’s the norm.


  Exhibitionism, though, isn’t limited to celebrities. Truck drivers report their high perch gives them a clear view of females who expose themselves to passing drivers. Women who show their bodies aren’t naïve. They know what they’re doing arouses lust.


  Anita, a sex addict who was struggling in her recovery, admitted being obsessed with her own body. She would stand naked in front of a mirror and fret she didn’t measure up to the women she saw in her favorite Internet pornography sites. She frequented a tanning salon and believed she was more attractive with even, darker skin. One day Anita decided to get some real sun by lying out on her back deck. She gathered her towels and lotions and arranged herself in the sunshine. She knew the neighbors on either side of her house weren’t home, and she slipped out of her bathing suit to lie totally naked. But Anita wasn’t expecting privacy. She was well aware there were telephone repairmen working high on the poles near her backyard.


  She confessed she became very aroused by the thought of the men staring at her and masturbated several times while she was sunning. She admitted one reason she laid out naked was for the excitement of being seen. She explained she saw her actions as a kind of “gift” she could give the utility workers. “Everyone knows guys dream about that kind of thing,” she said.


  Part of Anita’s acting out was due to her sexual addiction, but in this example she was also fulfilling her culture’s message that men are always hungry to see female flesh and that beautiful women should be happy to oblige them.


  Everyone is having sex. The notion of the ideal female, again greatly bolstered by pornography, also implies constant sexual availability. The modern woman has been freed from Victorian constraints and ushered into the age of the postsexual revolution. At every turn the media shows women being sexually interested and available. No matter how busy, how tired, how stressed, or how they’re treated by their partners, women on TV and in the movies quickly put those concerns aside for a passionate encounter. Sex seems to be the medicine for all of life’s ills.


  Today’s teenagers and young adults assume sexual availability is the norm. “Friends with benefits” describes people who have sex together without any pretense at romance. They simply agree to be sexual without any strings attached, and they view the interaction as mutually beneficial. Oral sex is the favored activity because it avoids the risk of unwanted pregnancy. Many teens and young adults, in fact, don’t consider oral sex as sex; it’s just something they do with their bodies. As long as it’s consensual, there’s no problem.


  Culture tells women that any willing sexual partner, whether male or female, is okay as long as both are unmarried. Any social taboo against same-sex activity has been replaced with cultural endorsement. Women having sex with women is considered especially arousing for both genders. Same-sex experimentation is viewed as normal and rarely raises any eyebrows.


  Sex equals love. Culture also defines the standard for romanticism. Popular movies, songs, books and television shows depict the “perfect” couple who enjoys the “perfect” relationship. A large part of that relationship is usually sexual. The passion is supposedly equal to the depth of the connection. Compatible couples aren’t shown as sometimes disagreeing, or resolving conflict or compromising. The message delivered loud and clear is if it’s intense, it must be right. What matters most is the giddy feeling of being “in love.”


  Many women, then, find themselves continually disappointed in their partners and their relationships. Real life just isn’t like the media portrays it. This discrepancy may lead women to buy into one of Satan’s most powerful lies: I must have married the wrong man. When the relationship hits rocky ground and requires hard work, women may be tempted to look for something easier. When you expect to live a fairy tale, forging through real life seems very bland. Many females first get involved in addictive behavior through chasing the butterfly of romance, looking for that perfect man who must be the right one.


  Religious Messages


  Secular culture isn’t the only environment sending women faulty messages. Though much more subtle and often shrouded in “churchy” language, the religious culture delivers inappropriate messages, as well. Think of how you’ve encountered the following viewpoints from religion.


  Women are inferior to men. The biblical view of the high place of women gets flipped into an unbiblical tenant about male domination and female “submission.” While a full discussion of this idea is beyond the scope of this book, it’s clear God didn’t intend his crowning creation to become a doormat to men’s needs or desires. The religious community often glorifies women the most for being servants. The church urges females to see caretaking as their most important role. Some pastors teach a woman’s worth is based on what she does, especially for the men in her life. This programming creates a ripe breeding ground for dependent, unhealthy relationships where a woman is willing to do anything, including sexual things, to get and keep a man. So-called Christian romance novels contribute to the message that the male-female relationship is what’s most important.
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