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Preface

Sacred Sexuality is about love—not merely the positive feeling between intimates but an overwhelming reverence for all embodied life on whatever level of existence. Through sacred sexuality, we directly participate in the vastness of being—the mountains, rivers, and animals of the earth, the planets and the stars, and our next-door neighbors.

Sacred sexuality is about recovering our authentic being, which knows bliss beyond mere pleasurable sensations. It is a special form of communication, even communion, that fills us with awe and stillness.

Sacred sexuality is about the reenchantment of our lives. It is about embracing the imponderable mystery of existence, about the curious fact that you and I and five billion others cannot account for our existence and our sexuality.

When we truly understand our sexuality, we come face-to-face with the mystery of the spirit. When we truly understand the spiritual dimension of existence, we come face-to-face with the mystery of sexuality And when we truly understand anything, we are immediately cast into mystery and wonder.

The average American apparently makes love twice a week. Assuming that the ordinary person commences sexual intercourse at the age of seventeen and can look forward to an active (if perhaps gradually declining) sex life for a period of at least fifty years, this means that he or she will have repeated the sex act some 4,800 times by the age of sixty-seven. For some people the figure will be much higher, perhaps around 8,000 times, while for a small minority it may be as low as a few hundred times.

Why, then, is it that countless people nevertheless feel dissatisfied and curiously ill at ease with their sexuality? Why is it that they feel a sense of shame or guilt about their genitals and about sex? Why do we generally hide our sexual feelings, sometimes even from our partner?

As Morton and Barbara Kelsey, who have given hundreds of workshops, noted in their book Sacrament of Sexuality, “We have found very few people who, when they were honest, did not share real concerns about sexuality” These concerns reveal a deep confusion about the proper place of sexuality in our lives. Despite the sexual revolution of the 1960s, and although we know that “everyone does it,” we feel strangely ambivalent about sex.

This book traces the causes of sexual malaise, showing how it is rooted in a deeper, spiritual dilemma: the obscuration of the sacred dimension in modern times. I will argue that there is another, more rewarding, challenging, and creative option to contemporary sex as performance. That option is sexuality as a transformative vehicle of higher human growth: sacred sexuality.

The present work has grown out of my own struggle with sexuality in the larger context of a meaningful life. Like so many people, I have for many years confused sexual need with the need to be loved and have passively expected to be loved rather than taken it on myself to love actively. I have explored many of the opportunities opened up by the sexual revolution, but these explorations gave me neither lasting happiness nor inner peace.

My own sexual dilemma did not begin to lessen until I seriously obliged myself to integrate my sex life with the deeply felt urge to become a whole person. Ten years ago, I voluntarily adopted a lifestyle that required me to inspect closely the psychological mechanism that made me a sexual and emotional consumer rather than a fully cognizant participant in the play of life. Luckily I have a partner who was willing to experiment with different approaches to this problem, which, I believe, lies at the core of the existential dissatisfaction experienced by numerous men and women today.

For a period of time we made love daily, working through our respective problems and learning to be vulnerable with each other. Then we economized our sexual life and even practiced celibacy for a stretch. More than anything, that period of voluntary sexual abstinence allowed me to really see my own habit patterns. Step by step, I succeeded in disentangling the sexual drive from my emotional needs. I became a little freer in myself, a little less guilt-ridden, and more capable of genuine love. In due course, I also found myself more able to invite the sacred into my intimate life.

I looked to such traditional spiritual schools as Hindu Tantrism and Chinese Taoism for practical guidance. My professional training as an indologist specializing in the Sanskrit literature of Hinduism particularly qualified me to investigate the original sources of Tantrism. My research in this area prompted me to contribute a series of articles on Tantrism to the widely read Yoga Journal.

The favorable response to these essays subsequently induced me to conceive and edit the book Enlightened Sexuality, published in 1989. With that anthology I tried to give voice to a sex-positive spiritual orientation to counterbalance the inherited Christian puritanism from which many of us are still suffering.

Encouraged by the public response to Enlightened Sexuality and feeling that there was room for a more systematic treatment of sexuality in the context of a sacred life, I next embarked on the present work.

This book is arranged in three parts. In Part I, I review the stark reality of our contemporary sexual malaise, or what I call the sexual stress syndrome. I also trace the roots of the modern sexual dilemma and unhappiness to what I call modal guilt and shame, the denial of the body, and the felt sense of being cut off from the ground of existence.

I further show that sex need not be a dull routine or dreaded twice-a-week or once-a-month encounter. It can be a healing event and one that reconnects us to the sacred dimension of existence. I include many first-person accounts of men and women who have experienced the sacred aspect of sexuality, which demonstrate that sex can be a window onto the ultimate reality, whose presence can make us whole.

Traditional cultures, which do not recognize our modern separation between sacred and profane, have always considered sexuality as an aspect of the great mystery of existence. I believe that these cultures contain many important clues for us. Hence the core chapters of this volume, those of Part II, are dedicated to an overview of the significant ways in which traditional societies—form the Stone Age to own era—have integrated sexuality into their religious-spiritual world views

Men and women once embarked with unshakable faith on the great adventure of the spirit, risking everything for a glimpse of the eternal reality beyond appearances. Today, adventurers of the spirit who boldly scale the mountain of self discipline and self-transcendence are as good as extinct. We have too limited a view of our humanness; hence we also have too limited a view of our own sexuality

Yet we cannot live fully as sexual-erotic beings without first recovering our spiritual depth. Our sexuality can help us get in touch again with that depth; it can serve as a gateway to the spiritual dimension. In this book I explain why and also show how this is possible in practice. The extensive historical survey in Part Two shows how other cultures and traditions have dealt with this matter. We can learn many practical lessons from them.

In Part Three I spell out more clearly how we might use the knowledge gained in the preceding chapters. Although it is not intended as a workbook, I believe that this volume contains enough material of practical consequence to inspire you in your personal attempt to reintegrate your sexual life with the sacred.

Within the limited compass of this book, it was possible to present only a selection of materials on sacred sexuality. I have focused on the most salient traditions and, within them, on those features that allowed me to develop a rounded and sufficiently varied treatment of sacred sexuality through the ages. I believe that my discussion is both sufficiently broad and detailed to serve as a reliable introduction to this far-reaching and complex subject.

I am aware that the premise on which this book is based—that sexuality and spirituality are perfectly compatible—might seem revolutionary to some readers. It indeed represents a significant departure from our inherited sex-and body-negative perspective. In pondering with me the age-old alternative approaches presented in this volume, therefore, I invite you to make a courageous leap—the kind of imaginative leap that Democritus made when he insisted that matter was composed of atoms, or Philolaus when he taught that our planet was not flat but spherical, or Copernicus when he boldly announced that the planets were circling the sun, or Darwin when he concluded that Homo sapiens evolved from a more primitive species.

Today the ideas of these ingenious men are commonplace; we also know that they were not the first to hold them. Similarly, the whole notion of an erotic spirituality is not new, but it calls for a quantum leap in those of us who have been exposed to centuries of sex-negativity.

Sacred sex, which is the experience of ecstasy, is the real sexual revolution.


I

Contemporary Sexuality: Its Failures and Possibilities
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CHAPTER 1
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Taking Stock: The Sexual Wasteland

THE AGE OF SEXUAL BEWILDERMENT

Our contemporary society has been called a sexual wilderness. The phrase was coined in 1968 by Vance Packard, an astute observer and tireless critic of modern life. In his book of the same title, he wrote:

There have been suggestions that we are in the midst of a “sexual revolution.” What in fact is occurring seems too chaotic and varied to describe yet as a revolution. A revolution implies a clear movement in an understood and generally supported direction. As I have examined my evidence the phrase that kept springing to mind as more appropriately descriptive of the state of male-female relationships in the late 1960s is “sexual wilderness.”1

In the nineties, we find that the promised sexual revolution is in actuality still little more than a matter of widespread perplexity about sex and the moral issues connected with it. Perhaps a more apt image than wilderness today would be that of a wasteland, for so many of us are not merely sexually bewildered but also curiously lost in a cultural landscape that does not seem to be able to sustain us morally and spiritually.

Twenty-five years ago, when I was in my early twenties, a woman telephoned me. She had read one of my books on Hindu philosophy and wanted to talk to me about it. Still inexperienced at this sort of request, I rashly invited her to my home. I soon discovered that she was a desperately unhappy woman in her forties who had been married for many years. Going through her midlife crisis, she had recently embarked on a quest for self-understanding and had turned to diverse Western and Eastern spiritual traditions for illumination and help. Her husband, who was much older than she, did not share her newfound interest at all; in fact, he tried to undermine it in various ways.

It turned out that the greatest conflict between this woman and her husband revolved around sex. He insisted on his twice-weekly lovemaking, whereas she, an ex-Catholic, had always found sex unappealing and now was worrying whether it could impede her inner progress. I felt awkward about being cornered into advising a woman twice my age about her intimate life, particularly since as a newly wed I had my own share of sexual and emotional issues to deal with. I don’t recall what wisdom I managed to dredge from my own limited experience of life to ease the woman’s pain, but I am certain I reassured her that sexuality and spirituality were not necessarily incompatible. Later on I often pondered the curious fact that a woman her age should be at such a loss about her sexual life; it struck me as rather tragic and symptomatic of the moral disorientation of our culture.

Since that incident I have had numerous other opportunities over the years to get glimpses of a similar confusion and desperation among my friends and business contacts. And, of course, I myself was not spared this experience either. I had to work through my own problems, which, I found, were not all that different from those of other people. Whether we are sexually inactive, active, or overactive, we cannot deny the fact that sex plays a dominant role in contemporary life. Our era has correctly been characterized as being one of sexual overkill. I call this emphasis on sex, which puts varying amounts of pressure on different people, sexual stress.

In his book The American Sexual Tragedy, psychologist Albert Ellis summarized his findings by saying that “Americans have many sexual conflicts and are thoroughly confused and confounded about their sex, love, and marriage views and behavior.”2 Sexual and moral conflict does not stop at the borders of the United States, of course. The nations of Europe share the same syndrome, as do other so-called modern or modernizing countries around the world. Ellis’s statement encapsulates the frustrations, anxieties, doubts, and hopes of countless people. What precisely is it that we feel so bewildered about?

THE SEXUAL STRESS SYNDROME

In the mid-1970s, as part of my graduate work in anthropology, I spent a prolonged period in the Middle East. After only a few weeks I found myself experiencing what anthropologists call culture shock. I was jarred by the onslaught of the Arabs’ alien ways of doing things and the unfamiliar thought patterns that informed their behavior. Although I tried very hard to adjust to my new situation, I don’t think I ever overcame that sense of shock.

I believe our Western civilization as a whole is in a comparable state of psychological upheaval. The twentieth century has witnessed social change on an unprecedented scale. Alvin Toffler has even spoken of future shock to describe the intensity of this experience of acute cultural transmutation, in which people are overwhelmed by change.3 We have become alienated by the rapidly shifting ground of our culture. To borrow science-fiction writer Robert A. Heinlein’s well-known phrase, we have become strangers in a strange land, even though that land is of our own collective making.

In his book Doesn’t Anyone Blush Anymore, Manis Friedman argues that we are morally and sexually adrift because we have lost our familiar boundaries.4 In the past, tradition told us how to behave and what to think. Today we are instead bombarded with options and are freer than ever before in the choices we can make, yet by and large we seem to lack the wisdom to make good use of that freedom. Some of us are beginning to appreciate that freedom brings with it a tremendous demand for personal responsibility. However, this lesson is not easily learned, and many people are therefore still enmeshed in confusion and suffering.

The sexual malaise experienced in the so-called civilized world is evident in many ways. Perhaps the most widespread problem is that of the routinization of sex. This is the engagement of sex as an unfeeling, mechanical performance with the goal of achieving orgasmic release, often only by the man. Routine sex is a brief encounter between the sheets at the end of a long, tiring day. According to one source, three-fourths of men ejaculate less than two minutes after inserting the penis into the vagina.5 To add insult to injury, many men then roll over and fall asleep, which proves a terrible disillusionment for millions of women. Generally speaking, American women participate, often as reluctant victims, twice a week in this anticlimax. Understandably, women often feel raped but may find it hard to admit this. The situation is duplicated in Europe and other parts of the world.

The sex act is seen as a biological necessity (usually by the man) or a necessary evil (usually by the woman). Routine sex can be both a sign and a cause of emotional dissociation and boredom in one’s relationship. It leaves both partners unfulfilled, frustrated, and unloved. Instead of being relaxing and vivifying, as hoped, the orgasmic release is experienced as a letdown. It may even lead to depression, or it may deepen the depression that prompted coitus in the first place.

What is so unfortunate about routine sex is that it involves a depersonalization of oneself and one’s partner. In routine sex, people treat each other as puppets, with the sex drive as the puppet master. They preempt the possibility of deepening their relationship and growing as persons.

Sexual frustration is especially true of women whose lovers do not appreciate their different biological makeup and emotional needs. While men can reach ejaculation in a minute or two, most women take considerably longer to reach orgasm through penile penetration, even though many can come to climax also within minutes by masturbating. A large number of women—according to some statistics, as many as 50 percent—are unable to attain orgasm through vaginal intercourse alone.

Then there are men who go to the other extreme by insisting that their partner reach orgasm as well—ideally in a couple of minutes—and so some women have become expert at “faking it.” Some men are even obsessed with having their partner climax in perfect synchrony with their own orgasm. On the other side, there are women who have become firm believers in multiple orgasms and demand that their partner gratify this desire by turning into a thrusting machine.

Such attitudes have caused performance anxiety in both men and women, leading to impotence or orgasmic dysfunction—emotional gridlock. In some instances, this dissatisfaction leads to actual sexual burnout. This includes the feeling that sex is a frustrating experience, a source of conflict and emotional pain, to be avoided at all cost. People experiencing sexual burnout tend to shut down not only their genitals but also their emotions. They may become frigid and rigid, repressing their sexual drive rather than mastering it. They become their own victims. Only a few people who go through the crisis of sexual overload find a creative solution, such as voluntary celibacy for a period of time until the fog has cleared. Of course, they may find to their own surprise that they are far happier people without sex.

To break out of the pattern of routine sex, some men and women seek sexual and emotional fulfillment with another partner outside their established relationship. More often than not their quest merely leads to further disappointment, because they failed to realize that sex cannot be isolated from the rest of their lives. Sex outside one’s established relationship is seldom fulfilling and may in fact add to one’s overall stress. A sexual relationship must involve the total person to be satisfying and regenerative.

This insight also eludes those thrill seekers who, in an attempt to overcome their basic boredom, explore the farther reaches of sex—from bondage to sadomasochism, to sex with minors, to group orgies, and so on. Their search is always for the ultimately satisfying experience, which, wisdom tells us, does not exist. Such people allow sex to dominate their lives more and more, until they are so deep in the quagmire of their pleasure hunt that they feel trapped. Theirs is a special brand of sexual addiction.

Another route explored by a growing number of people seeking to escape sexual conflict is same-sex relationships. In some cases, these men and women become extremist advocates of the separation between the male and female genders. The anger harbored by some lesbians against men is certainly understandable. However, their emotional wounds hardly justify a social philosophy that radically dismisses the male gender. They confuse the right of sexual self-expression with their own peculiar brand of sexist ideology. Obviously our society has much to learn about homosexuality and also about practicing tolerance, but militant homosexuality is no answer to the age-old conflict between men and women. Here the social ideal of partnership, as ably proposed by Riane Eisler in her popular book The Chalice and the Blade, can serve as a valuable guidepost.6

I have mentioned sexual addiction, which is almost the obverse of sexual burnout. Addiction has become a popular label in recent years. The spate of books and articles on addiction that has been unleashed on the public is part of the bandwagon effect that seems to be a staple feature of the popular marketplace. Nevertheless, as there is a certain usefulness to the notion of addiction in the context of sexuality, I will avail myself of this concept in subsequent sections of this book.

Our consumeristic culture uses sex to merchandise anything from cars to beer to such seemingly innocuous products as toothpaste. Ads on television and billboards as well as in newspapers and magazines constantly seek to stimulate our sex drive. Our garments and women’s makeup also frequently convey a sexual message.

In contrast to this public preoccupation with sex, our laws and official mores—as upheld by State and Church—still largely reflect the buttoned-down morality of our Victorian ancestors. This discrepancy was first pointed out by the American sexologist Alfred C. Kinsey. Writing in 1948, Kinsey and his team observed that “at least 85 percent of the younger male population could be convicted as sex offenders if law enforcement officials were as efficient as most people expect them to be.”7

In their subsequent report on female sexuality, Kinsey and his collaborators reiterated that if our outmoded laws were consistently applied, many women would find themselves prosecuted as well. Indeed, they incurred much displeasure among state and ecclesiastical authorities for maintaining that “our culture considers that social interests are involved when an individual departs from Judeo-Christian sex codes by engaging in such sexual activities as masturbation, mouth-genital contacts, homosexual contacts, animal contacts, and other types of behavior which do not satisfy the procreative function of sex.”8

For instance, while few cases of fornication or adultery are prosecuted nowadays, in many states they are still on the books as crimes. Considering that numerous divorces are granted on the basis that adultery was committed, these laws are evidently antiquated. While most states do not regard homosexuality itself as illegal, Lady justice is by no means blind when it comes to homosexuals. They are more frequently charged with so-called crimes against nature than heterosexuals who break the law by performing oral or anal sex with their partner. The gap between law and social practice is considerable. Law is notoriously slow in adjusting to new social realities.

While the existing archaic laws oblige most Americans to be sex offenders in the strict legal sense, more and more people are discovering that sex is not all that it is pumped up to be. Fulfillment cannot be found in the sex act alone, however frequent, varied, or momentarily relieving it may be. Therefore, people—especially women—are beginning to express more their desire for greater intimacy and communication in their sexual relationships. In her widely read 1976 report on female sexuality, Shere Hite concluded that women overwhelmingly want sex with feeling. She observed that in the early sexual revolution, “tender feelings were often considered to be something only ‘neurotic’ women wanted.”9 In the meantime, the ideology of the sexual revolution has progressed beyond the philosophy of sex as an end in itself or sex for the moment and without commitment—at least in some quarters.

The women’s call for intimacy did not fail to elicit a strong echo from sensitive men. Books such as Rollo May’s Love and Will, Harold Lyon’s Tenderness Is Strength, Herb Goldberg’s The New Male, Sam Keen’s The Passionate Life, and George Leonard’s The End of Sex (now reissued as Adventures in Monogamy) all articulate very well the male contribution to the discussion.10

Inevitably, there has been a counterswing to this movement away from male machoism. Thus, poet Robert Bly has recently expressed his fears about what he terms a feminization of the male gender. He used the old German fairy tale of Iron John to register his concern about what he calls the soft male, who is sensitive and sympathetic but enervated and unhappy. “What I’m proposing,” says Bly, “is that every modern male has, lying at the bottom of his psyche, a large, primitive man covered with hair down to his feet. Making contact with this Wild Man is the step the ‘70’s male or ‘8o’s male has not yet taken: this is the process that still hasn’t taken place in contemporary culture.”11 The Wild Man is not merely a savage but a resource of creative energy, which men must encounter and integrate to go beyond both machoism and sissyism.

A central part of the struggle for self-definition witnessed among American and European men and women, and increasingly also in other parts of the world, concerns the question Who am I as a sexual being? People consult sex therapists, counselors, Eastern gurus, and newsstand magazines, as well as joining encounter groups and sex-positive religions, in search of an answer. The question is motivated by a sense of dissatisfaction and unhappiness but also by the hope that there is indeed a solution to the problem.

As theologian-sociologist-novelist Andrew M. Greeley rightly affirmed:

Most men and women know that they are capable of much more in their sexual lives than they permit themselves to experience and that there is immense room for growth and development in sexual pleasure and playfulness if they can find the time, the energy, and the courage and honesty to seek such development.12

The sexual revolution of the 1960s has made us aware of our widespread sexual misery, but it has failed to provide us with a convincing remedy for it. If anything, it has aggravated our situation by encouraging us to look in the wrong directions for personal fulfillment.

Now, twenty-odd years later, we know that open marriages, multiple orgasms, and vibrators do not add up to happiness. We can recognize more clearly the so-called sexploitation by the mass media. We can also better appreciate the wide gap between the sexual free-for-all promised by the sexual revolution and the lackluster reality of our own bedrooms. In other words, we are at last able to gaze deeper and see farther.

Among the first things our dispassionate glance encounters are the curious psychological mechanisms called guilt and shame. They are formidable and pervasive obstacles that block our path to sexual and emotional wholeness. We will examine these two stumbling blocks next.


CHAPTER 2
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Tracing the Roots of the Modern Sexual Dilemma

GUILT: THE FEELING OF BEING FOUND OUT

Everyone has experienced guilt at one time or another. In fact, millions of people are burdened by feelings of guilt of all sorts, especially sexual guilt. But what is guilt? What, in particular, is sexual guilt? Where does it come from? How does it differ from shame? What is the effect of guilt on us? Can we ever completely rid ourselves of guilt? Should we even attempt to do so?

The word guilt stems from the Old English term gylt, which refers to a fine for an offense. Today, guilt signifies the objective state of having done wrong, of being in breach of a law, and hence of being liable for a penalty. In the subjective sense, guilt stands for the nagging feeling of having done wrong, of being culpable. It is the concern over the rightness or wrongness of one’s action. This concern implies a worry that one might be found out, or caught, and as a consequence be suitably chastised. This worry can manifest even without a person having committed a wrongful act; the mere intention to do so is sometimes enough to provoke feelings of guilt.

Not infrequently our guilt feelings are quite disproportionate to their causes and any consequences arising from them. It is as if we had an inborn guilt trigger that goes off at the slightest provocation.

Not all guilt is inappropriate and unhealthy, however. Guilt, like anger or jealousy, is a normal emotion. Only exaggerated and persistent feelings of guilt are a sign of neurosis. We must distinguish between situational guilt and modal guilt. The former is the result of actually having committed a wrong; the latter is the pervasive but nebulous sense of having violated a law, or of having sinned, which adheres to one’s person like an unpleasant odor. Situational guilt is healthy, but modal guilt is neurotic.

Modal guilt is the feeling of having done wrong frozen into a habitual pattern, which is dysfunctional because it tends to arrest the free flow of our actions and thoughts. Wayne W. Dyer, in his popular book Yew Erroneous Zones, therefore called guilt “the most useless of all erroneous zone behaviors” and “by far the greatest waste of emotional energy.”1

Psychotherapists know that even those clients who are not aware of any guilt feelings or who deny having them soon discover, if confronted with their unconscious, that they are in fact sitting on a Pandora’s box of guilt. Guilt is apparently a universal phenomenon in the human family. Whatever race or culture we belong to, we are all apt to make mistakes and errors of judgment that bring us in conflict with existing laws, mores, or etiquette and that can cause us to feel temporary regret or remorse, perhaps mixed with fear of discovery and punishment.

As you will shortly see, guilt has even deeper roots, which reach down into the human condition itself. First, however, it is necessary to look at the feeling of shame, the second stumbling block to sexual and emotional wholeness.

SHAME: THE FEELING OF BEING UNWORTHY

Guilt is closely connected with shame but must be distinguished from it. Guilt is the painful feeling resulting from our awareness that we have done something bad or unworthy. Shame, on the other hand, is the painful feeling that we are bad or unworthy. The expression “I could die from shame” describes this sense of self-abnegation well. The distinction between doing something unworthy and being unworthy has come to play an important role in the recent literature on addiction and recovery. In their valuable book Letting Go of Shame, Ronald and Patricia Potter-Efron offer these clarifying observations:

There are important differences between shame and guilt. First, shame concerns a person’s failure of being, while guilt points to a failure of doing. Shamed people believe something is basically wrong with them as human beings, while the guilty people believe they have done something wrong that must be corrected. . . .

A second major difference is that the shamed people usually are bothered by their shortcomings, while guilty people notice their transgressions. . . .

The third difference between shame and guilt is that the shamed person fears abandonment, while the guilty person fears punishment. The reason the shamed person fears abandonment is that he believes he is too flawed to be wanted or valued by others. . . .

Shame can be more difficult to heal than guilt, because it is about the person rather than specific actions. The shamed person heals by changing her self-concept so that she gains new self-respect and pride.2

It is easy to see how shame may follow upon feelings of guilt or how it can feed guilt. The two emotions can be like a revolving door that keeps the person trapped in a perpetual spin. Hence we must deal squarely with guilt and shame if we want to grow and overcome our sexual malaise.

OUR HERITAGE OF SEXUAL GUILT AND SHAME

The experience of guilt and shame is especially pronounced, if not omnipresent, in the area of sexuality. Not a few men and women feel guilty about sex itself; they think sex is dirty or inhuman. They avoid making love, or if they do have sex, it is in the form of a hasty encounter in the dark while wearing pajamas and nightgown. Such people never talk about sex or their suffering. Their sexual paranoia and frustration spills over into their marital and family life as well as into all their other relationships and activities. This sex-negative disposition is especially prominent in religious fundamentalist circles.

Generally speaking, women feel guilty when they aren’t in the mood to make love but don’t know how to say no. Men, statistics tells us, desire sexual contact more frequently than women. How many men feel vaguely or openly guilty when they insist on their conjugal right even though their partner shows no interest? Women often experience guilt and shame when they feel aroused but do not dare to communicate this to their husbands. Married men feel guilty when they resort to masturbation because their wife claims to have another headache, and they feel ashamed when they are caught in the act. Or perhaps they feel guilty because they want to see their partner in the nude.

Women may suffer from guilt because they allowed their husband to try out different sexual positions and practices, or because they derived pleasure from these variations in their otherwise so-called straight sex life. Conversely, men may feel guilty for asking their partner to commit such supposedly abnormal acts. Women frequently experience tremors of guilt about their premarital sexual relationships. They may also feel guilty about using contraception, because the Church denounces this as a sinful practice. Men feel ashamed when their wife discovers the pornographic magazine hidden in the bedside table.

Many men suffer from what is called a Madonna complex, finding it difficult to see in their wife a sexual partner after she has given birth to a child. They confuse their wife with their own mother, conveniently forgetting how they themselves were conceived. Such men tend to shun marital sexual intercourse after their wives have borne children.

Mothers feel ashamed when their young child fondles its genitals in public, and shame is a more intense feeling than mere embarrassment. Parents tend to feel too ashamed about sex to educate their children about sexual matters, leaving it to teachers who are similarly ashamed and guilt-ridden and to their children’s ignorant and misinformed peers. Children feel too ashamed to talk to their parents and too guilty to confess they are experimenting sexually. And so on.

As psychotherapists and marriage counselors can vouchsafe, the forms of sexual guilt and shame and their permutations are nearly infinite. It appears that sexual guilt is particularly troubling to those who know the least about sex,3 and sexual ignorance often bedevils the lives of religious puritans; to coin a phrase, those who are religiously rigid also tend to be sexually frigid.

The sexual revolution notwithstanding, we, as Westerners, are still suffering the backwash of centuries of sexual repression under the Christian Church. Alex Comfort, a physician who was one of the movers of the sexual revolution, commented:

Whatever Christianity may have contributed to the growth of our culture in other fields, it seems undeniable that in sexual morals and practice its influence has been less healthy than that of other world religions.4

Comfort also observed that the “fact of having made sex into a ‘problem’ is the major negative achievement of Christendom.”5 We do not have to be anti-Christian to concur with this statement. Some of the finest advocates for Christianity have rebuked the overly sex-negative attitudes of the Christian heritage.

THE DENIAL OF THE BODY

When we inspect the Christian view of sex more closely, we find at its bottom a stubborn denial or denigration of bodily existence. The body—or the flesh—is regarded as the enemy of the spirit. Kenneth Leech, an Anglican priest, has this passionate criticism:

It is through the flesh that salvation comes. And yet so much in Christian spirituality and Christian life is flesh-denying, flesh-despising, flesh-devaluing. It is head-centred, ponderous, life-extinguishing, devoid of passion. . . . It is disturbing to see how Christian history and Christian spirituality has been so marred by a highly ambivalent tradition which, while officially rejecting gnostic denials of the goodness of the flesh, has nevertheless been affected to a great extent by those gnostic tendencies within orthodoxy itself.6

According to the classic Christian model, the body is innately impure and thus is inimical to religious or spiritual life. This view of embodiment has caused immense trauma among Christians, and it continues to do so. We are supposed to feel guilty and ashamed about our body. We are meant to feel especially guilty and ashamed about our sexual organs and their functions. And a good many people, though they may consciously reject puritanism, have unconsciously accepted this negative message, which comes to us across the centuries from Platonism, Gnosticism, Christianity, and finally from the dualistic philosophy of Descartes on which our whole scientific edifice is built.

As historian and social critic Morris Berman has argued in his breathtaking study Coming to Our Senses, we in the West have lost our bodies. We are largely out of touch with genuine somatic reality There is a frightening conspiracy of silence about bodily processes, including death. Because we are “out of the body,” we seek to ground ourselves by resorting to substitutes—secondary satisfactions—such as success, reputation, career, self-image, and money, as well as spectator sports, nationalism, and war.

But these substitutes offer no ultimate fulfillment, and consequently, as Berman notes, “our defeat shows in our bodies: we either ‘prop ourselves up,’ so to speak, or slump in a posture of collapse.”7 Although we disregard our own somatic reality, we are paradoxically preoccupied with the body and how it looks. We seek to improve it through makeup, fine clothes, hairdos, plastic surgery, deodorants, health foods, vitamins, and jogging.

Yet this improvement is often a means of concealing the lived body, that is, the body as we feel it when we do not abstract ourselves from it and treat it as an object. To what degree we hide our somatic reality is especially demonstrated in our sanitized approach to death.

Philosopher Drew Leder explained this apparent contradiction between simultaneous denial and preoccupation with the body as follows: When our body functions normally, it tends to disappear from our awareness.8 However, when it ceases to work smoothly we quickly become aware of it. Our present-day consciousness is ill at ease with bodily reality, and hence we are constantly paying attention to the body as object. In the process, what phenomenologists call the lived body continues to be obscured. In other words, we tend to withdraw into our heads and assume a more abstract relationship to life. Men are not alone in this conspiracy. The female gender, though subject to the bodily dramas of menstruation and birth, also succumbs to denial of the body.

Our obsession with sex can similarly be understood as arising from the absence of true sexuality: the authentic rhythm of sexual desire and its spontaneous expression as part of a full embrace of our embodied condition. We distrust the body, and so we constantly watch it as if it were something separate from us. Hence we can perform sexually without being truly present in the act.

If we are religious, we identify with what we call the spirit because we distrust the body. If our orientation to life is a secular one, we identify with mind or consciousness because we feel threatened by the body. In either case, we suffer a diminution of our being.

Finally, our fear of the body is expressed in our irreverence for nature at large, which we tend to exploit and use as a dumping ground for the discards of our consumerist civilization. As the feminist movement has made clear, the same alienation from the body is also evident in our disregard for the female gender, which symbolizes nature and embodiment. The correlation body:nature:woman:sexuality is a very important contemporary insight. Unless we become fully cognizant of it and its many implications, we cannot understand our postmodern world and the challenge before us, both on the personal and the societal level.

GUILT, SHAME, AND ECSTASY

In a previous section I distinguished between situational and modal guilt and shame. A further distinction must now be introduced, namely that of existential guilt and shame. The former two can be explained as deriving from personal experiences of transgression or inadequacy or a combination thereof. Existential guilt and shame, however, are dispositions that are an integral aspect of the human constitution itself. They spring from our universal experience of alienation and finitude or imperfection: we, as individuals or ego-identities, experience ourselves as separate from everything else.

When we consider this situation profoundly enough, we find that this mood of separateness is equivalent to unhappiness. Existentialism speaks of this mood as anxiety. At a certain level of human maturity, this sense of separation is even felt to be wrong and reprehensible, because we intuit that it does not express the wholeness of our being. That is to say, we feel guilty about living below our capacities. In fact, neurosis has been defined as the inability to heroically transcend oneself, to go beyond one’s present appearance. Psychological health, as psychologist Abraham Maslow has persuasively argued, implies the impulse toward wholeness and self-transcendence.9

Similarly, we are filled with existential shame at denying our own potential, our innermost impulse toward self-transcendence. In his well-known book The Art of Loving, psychoanalyst Erich Fromm commented:

The awareness of human separation—without reunion by love—is the source of shame. It is at the same time the source of guilt and anxiety.10

Fromm further noted that our deepest need is the need to overcome our separateness, the prison of our aloneness. In a similar vein, Andrew M. Greeley observed:

Some feeling of personal and physical inadequacy is probably part of the human condition. Man becomes conscious of himself by individuating himself over against others, and in that act of “alienation,” he acquires fears that in his attempts to accomplish union now as an individuated person, he may not have all that it takes.11

Greeley contrasted this innate existential shame with what he called psychic shame:

Some cultures and societies greatly reinforce the existential shame by placing strong emphasis on the evil of the human body and the risks of human sexuality. Within these societies certain kinds of early childhood experience produce intense feelings of guilt and inadequacy. Thus, in contemporary America, despite our happy talk of “permissiveness,’’ many (indeed, most) people approach the physical and psychological stripping that marital intimacy demands with a combination of fear and disgust.12

This emotional overlay on our existential disposition of guilt and shame is essentially neurotic. Both neurotic guilt and shame are states of mind that, given a chance, depress our life energy. “Shame eats the soul,” writes social theorist Victor J. Seidler.13 Guilt likewise grinds away at our being. Both guilt and shame countermand our native creativity and exuberance of life.
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