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Praise for Treading Boldly through a Pornographic World





“There’s no way around the sexual brokenness of our culture, which means that parents must journey with their kids through it. It’s frightening, infuriating, and can seem hopeless. But it’s not. This book is like a guiding torch for anyone who wishes to see the next generation thrive.”


—John Stonestreet, president of the Chuck Colson Center for Christian Worldview


“Treading Boldy is the most helpful and practical tool I’ve read on parenting and pornography. Daniel and Josh do a wonderful job of weaving together threads of research, biblical truth, and relational wisdom. Every parent should read this book!”


—Dr. Juli Slattery, president of Authentic Intimacy and author of Rethinking Sexuality: God’s Design and Why It Matters


“Many parents are concerned about our sexualized culture but at a loss as to what to do about it. Treading Boldly through a Pornographic World is a helpful guide for parents trying to shepherd their kids through the battleground of adolescence into a life of love. If you have kids, you’ll want to read this book.”


—Eric Metaxas, #1 New York Times bestselling author and host of the nationally syndicated Eric Metaxas Radio Show


“Pornography impacts every family, but many parents don’t know what to do. Treading Boldly through a Pornographic World uses solid research, biblical truth, and Christlike compassion to help parents guide their kids through one of the greatest threats of this age.”


—Josh McDowell, founder and president of Josh McDowell Ministries


“Pornography degrades, dehumanizes, fuels human trafficking, destroys relationships, and teaches our children a warped view of sex. That’s why I’m glad that Daniel Weiss and Josh Glaser have written this book to help parents teach their children to navigate a porn-saturated culture and discover God’s plan for sexuality.”


—Jim Daly, president of Focus on the Family


“When I was a kid, if you wanted access to pornography, you had to seek it out. In the world our kids are growing up in, porn is seeking them out! Sadly, many parents feel they can do little more for their kids than pray and hope for the best, but Treading Boldly through a Pornographic World provides a much better way. Weiss and Glaser coach parents on how to walk courageously in these times and help their kids discover the eternal beauty and goodness of God’s plan for making us male and female. Read this book for your kids. And read it for yourself.”


—Christopher West, Th.D., president of the Theology of the Body Institute and author of Our Bodies Tell God’s Story: Discovering the Divine Plan for Love, Sex, & Gender


“As a parent, you might feel unprepared raising kids in our hypersexual world. In fact, many parents tend to choose either silence or control, both of which burden a child with profound baggage. Treading Boldly invites you to the holy privilege of educating your children about sex while also offering a helpful framework to navigate our ever-changing cultural milieu. Josh Glaser and Daniel Weiss have written a courageous book that will equip parents to tread with immense honor and hope. Let their wisdom prepare you to have meaningful conversations not just about porn, but the deepest affections of our hearts.”


—Jay Stringer, psychotherapist and author of Unwanted: How Sexual Brokenness Reveals Our Way to Healing
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To my parents, David and Judith, whose parenting exemplifies Teddy Roosevelt’s advice to “do what you can with what you have where you are.” Thank you for your faithful love. And be at peace; God is taking care of the rest.


—Daniel


To Mom, whose love and steadfastness gave me more than my younger self recognized. Thank you for being courageous enough to let me explore the world and gracious enough that I always knew I could come home.


—Josh











Ideas and images are, accordingly, the primary focus of Satan’s efforts to defeat God’s purposes with and for humankind. When we are subject to his chosen ideas and images, he can take a nap or a holiday. Thus when he undertook to draw Eve away from God, he did not hit her with a stick, but with an idea.


—Dallas Willard, Renovation of the Heart


If the heart is like a compass, an erotic homing device, then we need to (regularly) calibrate our hearts, tuning them to be directed to the Creator, our magnetic north. It is crucial for us to recognize that our ultimate loves, longings, desires, and cravings are learned.


—James K. A. Smith, You Are What You Love













INTRODUCTION Arise and Take Courage!





Arise! For this matter is your responsibility, but we will be with you; be courageous and act.


—Ezra 10:4 (NASB)





KristenI wasn’t sure what prompted her to open her teenage son’s laptop. It was sitting on the kitchen counter, just as it did every other afternoon while her son was at baseball practice. Kristen wasn’t really worried, but something was nagging at the corners of her mind.


When she opened the lid, the thumbnail images filling the screen pulled the breath from her lungs and set the room spinning. Her hand trembling, she clicked on one of them and watched only a few seconds of a video she never would have wanted to see. Would never want her son to see.


And yet, her son had.


There must be some mistake, Kristen thought as she checked the browser history. A drop-down list of more pornography appeared on the screen. Someone had been watching porn here. Her son had been watching porn here. But for how long? Kristen expanded the web history. It showed a number of sites she knew interested her son and a slew of others with names that made Kristen’s stomach hurt. They had all been viewed in the last few days.


Parents like Kristen aren’t alone. Raising kids has always been hard work, but perhaps never tougher than it is right now. Moms and dads today are the first generation to raise kids in a digitally connected, pornography-saturated world that is producing unprecedented challenges and unchartered difficulties for families everywhere. Today, through any of a thousand digital devices, kids can connect instantly with friends (and strangers) anywhere, anytime, night or day. Forget the front door: the passageway in and out of our kids’ lives is a screen the size of their hand.


Porn today has fully integrated into mainstream life, easily worming its way into our kids’ favorite shows, locker rooms, cafeterias, classrooms, and bedrooms. To make matters worse, violent, racist, and degrading pornography that was once considered “fringe” has increasingly become culturally accepted and expected. In truth, today’s pornography is misshaping teens’ understanding of sexuality, stunting their capacity to process emotions, and crippling their ability to form long-term relationships.


And it’s all happening at a dizzying pace. Many parents have given up on trying to stay abreast of it, hoping beyond hope that their kids will make it through the minefield of their teen years relatively unscathed and outgrow any trouble they may get into. Other parents are working and praying feverishly to try to insulate their kids from what feels like a circling pack of lions raging just outside the door, even though they know they can’t bubble-wrap their kids forever. Eventually, kids need to go out on their own and navigate life in a fallen, hypersexualized world.


Both giving up and over-protecting are mistakes. So what are Christian parents supposed to do? More importantly, what can they do that will work?


We wrote this book to help you answer these questions.



More Than Pornography


Chances are you had to work through some internal resistance before picking up this book. No one we know really wants to deal with porn. Nonetheless, pornography is a part of our lives, saturating the culture in which we live. None of our kids has known a time when things were different. Over the past fifty years, pornography has moved out of the shadows to become the preeminent worldview dominating our collective understanding of sexuality, gender, and relationships. This isn’t an annoyance or a challenge just for Christians. It’s a matter of grave importance impacting all of humanity.


Even so, this book is not focused solely on responding to a sexually dark and difficult world. Rather, the pages that follow are ultimately about helping families recover their wonder at one of the primary ways of grasping the love of God. When God created humankind in His image, He bestowed something unbelievably sacred within us, including His loving, beautiful gift of sex.


As our friend, author, and speaker Christopher West wisely said, “If we want to know what is most sacred in this world, all we need do is look for what is most violently profaned.”1


Can you think of anything so degraded, distorted, twisted, and abused as sexuality?


This is no coincidence. Our understandings and expressions of identity and sexuality are the front lines in a great cosmic battle. This was true from the very beginning. After disobeying God’s command, Adam and Eve were wounded in their ability to see the world rightly—including how they saw their sexuality. The beauty of their nakedness before sin became a source of shame and fear afterward. This sexual brokenness extends throughout human history. Scripture frequently connects sexual sin with spiritual idolatry. When God calls people to spiritual holiness, He also calls them to sexual integrity. Sex matters so much because it is deeply spiritual and inherently connected to our relationship with God. For Christian parents to give up, hole up, or plug their ears to the problem is to cede vast spiritual territory to the kingdom of darkness.


Unfortunately, many Christian parents do not know or understand God’s vision for sex. Many of us were taught little more than that God wanted us to reserve sex for marriage, so that’s what we’ve passed on to our kids. But there’s so much more beauty to God’s creation than most of us realize. We’ve written this book because God’s actual vision for human sexuality is much bigger and more powerful than this. It may even have the power to interrupt pornography’s cultural stranglehold.
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Behold, I have given you authority to tread on serpents and scorpions, and over all the power of the enemy, and nothing shall hurt you. Nevertheless, do not rejoice in this, that the spirits are subject to you, but rejoice that your names are written in heaven.


—Luke 10:19–20


[image: ]





Your Invitation to the Journey


As we began to organize the narrative for this book, we gravitated to the idea of taking our readers on a journey. We’ve done this for several reasons. First, life itself is a journey; becoming more like Jesus is essential to our ongoing growth, especially in our parenting. We won’t be pushing you to do parenting perfectly. Rather, we are inviting you and your family to boldly walk with God through one of the great challenges of our age, knowing full well that this path may change you as much—or perhaps more—than it will change your kids.


In this way, your journey may mirror our own. Neither of us looked up at the stars as young men and dreamed of fighting pornography, but God used our brokenness to illuminate a path on which we could be healed and eventually help others. As we have walked the many twists and turns of our lives, we have been blessed to encounter and learn from wise men and women working across a wide spectrum of evangelical Christian traditions—from high church to Bible church, Catholic to charismatic. We’ve incorporated many of their ideas into our book and pray that you will be as powerfully impacted by them as we have been.


Second, Jesus is always equipping His followers to go into and impact the world. When He sent His disciples on their missionary journeys, He gave them His spiritual authority to challenge and overcome the demonic powers they encountered. The pornography threatening our kids today is as spiritually dark as anything the disciples encountered. We believe that Jesus gives this same spiritual authority to Christian parents today—which is why, despite our fears, we can tread boldly through a pornographic world by opening ourselves up more and more to the power of God in Jesus Christ.
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For you are a people holy to the Lord your God, and the Lord has chosen you to be a people for his treasured possession, out of all the peoples who are on the face of the earth.


—Deuteronomy 14:2
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Choose This Day: Blessings or Fear


We’ve said that moms and dads today are the first generation of parents to raise kids in a time like this. Even with the unique challenges of digitized pornography, our situation is remarkably similar to the ones that God’s people have faced throughout history. Like them, we can either choose to focus on the trouble surrounding us or fix our eyes and hearts on God and His promises.


Consider the challenges the people of Israel encountered as they came to take possession of the Promised Land. In Numbers 13, we learn that Moses needed to know the land’s strengths and vulnerabilities before the Israelites could possess it. Accordingly, he sent spies to survey the new country and bring back a report. When they returned, the spies brought with them two very different accounts.


One report described a land flowing with milk and honey, a fabulously fertile land. A single grape cluster was so large that it had to be carried on a pole by two men—blessings in superabundance! The second report, however, was nowhere near as hopeful. Most of the spies were fearful of the strong people they saw living in fortified cities. They said that the land “devours its inhabitants, and all the people we saw are of great height…. And we seemed to ourselves like grasshoppers and so we seemed to them” (Numbers 13:32–33, emphasis added).


Which of the spies’ reports better describes how you feel when you consider walking with your kids through today’s digitally connected, pornographic world? Does the ever-changing technology frighten you? Does the saturation of pornographic content all around you discourage you? Do your own insecurities (or perhaps your own personal sexual struggles) make you feel like a grasshopper before giants? Again, you’re not alone. Many of us feel this way.


But take courage!


What was the primary difference between the spies’ reports? Where the majority fixed their eyes on the giants in the land, Joshua and Caleb had their eyes fixed on the God who had led them thus far and who had promised them the land. Despite seeing the same dangers and challenges that the others saw, they nevertheless proclaimed, “Only, do not rebel against the Lord; and do not fear the people of the land, for they are no more than bread for us; their protection is removed from them, and the Lord is with us; do not fear them” (Numbers 14:9).


By God’s grace, let’s not be crippled by our insecurities, weaknesses, struggles, and fears. Our kids are worth too much; their futures and those of untold future generations are at stake.


It is worth noting that after delivering the Israelites from Egyptian slavery, God established an entirely new societal and moral code for them, including a new standard for marriage and a new ethic of sexual purity. Sexual integrity both within and outside of marriage was one of God’s chief ways of setting them apart for His purposes. Soon after consecrating this covenant of moral purity with Israel, God sent them to take possession of a land polluted by sexual violence, fertility cults, temple prostitution, child sacrifice, and all manner of evil.2


A similar situation faced Christian converts in the New Testament. In his book Sexual Morality in a Christless World, Reverend Matthew Rueger explains that the Christian sexual ethos wasn’t just different than the prevailing culture; it actually threatened it. The sexual ethic of the Roman Empire, for example, was based on male dominance, in which free men acted as sexual predators against women, children, and slaves of both sexes. The Christian call to marital sexual exclusivity was a direct challenge to the accepted norms that had sustained Roman culture for hundreds of years. The early Christians were despised, mocked, and persecuted because the Romans understood exactly how this new faith could destabilize the existing order.3


Yet in the midst of extraordinarily difficult social circumstances, the early Christians offered a bold witness for Jesus Christ, especially through their pursuit of sexual integrity patterned on God’s love. From Paul’s letters we see that some did struggle with their sexual passions, but also that many overcame their prior sexual sins to pursue righteousness. Empowered by the Holy Spirit, these small pockets of believers colonized the pagan Roman culture and eventually brought many others into the faith.


The world has frequently misused God’s good gift of sexuality, but our current pornography plague reveals a cultural stumbling block eerily similar to that faced by the Israelites and early Christians. We think it’s safe to say that the cult of our society includes the idolatry of pornographic sex. The sexual and social challenges we and our kids face today may make us feel like feeble grasshoppers up against powerful “giants in the land,” but we do not stand alone. God Himself is with us, and there is a great cloud of witnesses (Hebrews 12:1) attesting to His faithfulness no matter what lies ahead.
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Once you were not a people, but now you are God’s people; once you had not received mercy, but now you have received mercy. Beloved, I urge you as sojourners and exiles to abstain from the passions of the flesh, which wage war against your soul.


—1 Peter 2:10–11
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It’s Our Time


It’s been said that choosing to have a child “is to decide forever to have your heart go walking around outside your body.” If true, what we prescribe in this book will require courage of every mom and dad who chooses to journey with us. Knowing this, our aim has been to write a book that instills as much courage as it requires.


That’s also why we include these examples of God’s people who have gone before us. Although the challenge of navigating a sexually immoral landscape may feel new and daunting to you, every generation of believers has walked their own path of seeking God’s righteousness in the midst of surrounding evil. You are in good company. Now it is our turn to rise, take the hand of Christ, and journey into the unknowns and challenges of this age. To that end, we’ve built into this book an opportunity for you to go deeper. At the end of each chapter, we include questions for reflection that you can process alone—or, if you have the opportunity to read this book in community, with others.


As we begin this journey with you, we pray that your experience with Treading Boldly through a Pornographic World will be thoroughly infused with the grace of God. We have been praying fervently for you and parents everywhere. We also face the challenges you face, feel the pain you feel, and experience the same fears and doubts you have. But this darkness does not have the final say for you or your family. There is a Light, and He will illuminate your path no matter how dark it gets. So we invite you to trust in the Lord, fear not, read on, and tread boldly.
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An adventure is only an inconvenience rightly considered. An inconvenience is only an adventure wrongly considered.


—G. K. Chesterton, All Things Considered
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I. Throughout the book, we’ve changed the names and key details of people we are writing about to protect their privacy. In some cases, the stories we share are composites of several people.










CHAPTER 1 A Gathering Darkness



Understanding Pornography’s Threat to Our Kids




They are filled with all manner of unrighteousness, evil, covetousness, malice. They are full of envy, murder, strife, deceit, maliciousness. They are gossips, slanderers, haters of God, insolent, haughty, boastful, inventors of evil, disobedient to parents, foolish, faithless, heartless, ruthless.


—Romans 1:29–31





When my (Daniel’s) two oldest daughters were very young, my wife and I decided to take them on an extended hike. Krista snuggled our five-month-old into a front pack, I hoisted the twenty-month-old up on my back, and off we went.


The trail was warm and delightfully scented by piñon pines and summer grasses. It was a workout for sure, but it was immensely enjoyable. About four miles into the seven-mile hike, we noticed storm clouds gathering behind us. Better get off the mountain, we thought.


No matter how fast we wanted to get back to the car, the steep mountain trails ensured that the last three miles could only be covered at the speed of careful walking. We kept moving even when it started raining, pushed on as the trail became muddy, and prayed without ceasing as small streams began flowing over our shoes.


Before long, Krista and I felt like the worst kind of parents, but our only recourse was to keep walking forward, taking each step with the greatest of care, and doing everything we could to shelter our two babies from howling winds, lightning strikes, and torrential downpour. By the time we reached the car, all of us were soaked and scared.


Many parents today feel as if they’re in a similar situation. For some, the storm clouds have only just appeared on the horizon. Others are right now in the midst of the raging storm, with pornography threatening to tear their family apart.


If ever there was an age begging for parents to embrace the challenge to be prayerful, proactive, and engaged with their kids, it’s now. If you’ve picked up this book with doubts or fears, we want to reassure you that you are not alone. Millions of parents—including us—are on the very same journey you are. More than that, we have a God who loves us with an unquenchable passion. He has not abandoned us or our families to the storms of this world. He is with us—in this very moment—drawing us out of fear and preparing us for the adventure of a lifetime.


What Is Pornography?


Let’s begin by defining our terms. The original Greek words from which we get our word pornography translate as “writings about prostitutes” (pornē “prostitute” + graphein “write”).1 For much of human history, pornography was confined to written descriptions of sexual acts or images on cave walls. With the invention of the still camera, modern pornography decisively entered the visual realm. Today, pornography can be accessed from nearly anywhere with a smartphone and an internet connection, and it is exploding into the realm of virtual reality through headsets and smart suits.


With so many options today, finding a clear definition of pornography isn’t as easy as it would seem. In its groundbreaking survey, The Porn Phenomenon, Barna Group asked thousands of Americans of various ages what they definitely considered to be porn. The question revealed many different opinions.2






	 


	Teens (13–17)


	Young adults (18–24)


	Adults (25+)







	An image of sexual intercourse


	90 percent


	87 percent


	79 percent







	A fully nude image that is sexually arousing


	78 percent


	69 percent


	53 percent







	An image of a sexual act that is not intercourse


	57 percent


	58 percent


	63 percent







	A fully nude image


	50 percent


	39 percent


	24 percent







	A partially nude image


	10 percent


	10 percent


	7 percent








Perhaps more notable is that the researchers also discovered that how a user interacts with sexually explicit content determines whether or not they believe it to be pornography. When teens and young adults (13–24) who used pornography were asked what kind of viewing situations classify something as pornography, they responded as follows:




	70 percent—If you access it specifically for the purpose of sexual arousal


	60 percent—If you masturbate while viewing


	53 percent—If you pay for a sexual image


	48 percent—If you interact with someone or something sexual in nature


	40 percent—If you get it for free


	39 percent—If the image is not of someone you know


	30 percent—If you watch it with a romantic partner


	27 percent—If you watch it alone


	
25 percent—If the image is personal


	23 percent—If the nude person is oneself


	17 percent—If you watch with friends





What a fascinating look into the young American mind! These findings suggest that for many young people, a hardcore sex video is pornography if they watch it alone, but not if they view it with friends.


What about you? How do you answer what definitely constitutes pornography? How do your responses compare with those above? More importantly, how might your definition of pornography be different than your kids’ or their friends’?


Definitions matter. An essential aspect of parenting is establishing clear expectations for our kids—whether they are younger or older. If our kids’ definition of pornography is not the same as ours, how can we be sure we clearly understand each other when we talk with them about it or when they share with us what is happening in their lives?


We encourage you to think through what you mean when you use the word “pornography.” Then take opportunities to talk openly with your kids. Find out how they define pornography and share your definition with them. If there are major differences, don’t be anxious or angry; use the differences to open up greater dialogue. We explore how to do this more in Chapter 5.
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You have heard that it was said, “You shall not commit adultery.” But I say to you that everyone who looks at a woman with lustful intent has already committed adultery with her in his heart.


—Matthew 5:27–28
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As for us, we like the definition given by our friend Dan Spadaro, a Christian counselor who specializes in pornography addictions. He defines pornography as “sexually explicit content produced or consumed with the intent of sexual arousal.”


We believe this definition gets closest to what Jesus meant when He spoke about lust in the Sermon on the Mount. Jesus was clarifying something that Barna also teased out: intent matters. Jesus did not say one could not look upon a woman (or any person, as He meant it) and rightly appreciate his or her beauty—only that it is wrong to take that beauty and twist it into something for selfish sexual pleasure.


Who Is Looking at Pornography?


No matter how people personally define pornography, many seek it out on a regular basis. According to Barna, 33 percent of all Americans look for pornography at least once or twice a month, including:




	6 percent—daily


	14 percent—weekly


	13 percent—once or twice a month


	18 percent—less often


	49 percent—never





These percentages might seem relatively low, but in real numbers, it’s a lot of people—over one hundred million! Yet there actually is a lot to celebrate here. Half of all Americans say they never seek out pornography at all. In fact, two-thirds of all Americans rarely, if ever, look for pornography.


Alarmingly, however, porn use is generally much higher among young people, including:




	
67 percent of young males (13–24)


	57 percent of all young adults (18–24)


	37 percent of all teens (13–17)


	33 percent of young females (13–24) who seek out porn at least once a month or more3






Without question, pornography is a part of our children’s world and has been for a long time. A 2007 study had already concluded that “exposure to online pornography might have reached a point where it can be characterized as normative among youth internet users, especially teenage boys.”4


This is a hard and bitter truth. Pornography use, or at least exposure, has been a normal experience for youth for almost two decades. If you are a parent who thinks, My child would never do that!, we encourage you to reconsider in light of what author Maggie Jones shared in a 2018 New York Times article:




Preliminary analysis of data from a 2016 Indiana University survey of more than 600 pairs of children and their parents reveals a parental naïveté gap: Half as many parents thought their 14- and 18-year-olds had seen porn as had in fact watched it. And depending on the sex act, parents underestimated what their kids saw by as much as 10 times.5





Pornography Wants to Be Found


Instead of questioning whether or not your son or daughter is the kind of kid who would look at porn, consider whether or not pornography is the kind of influence that will respect your boundaries and values. If you trusted porn in these ways, you wouldn’t have picked up this book. All parents need to understand that even good kids are falling prey to the powerful pull of pornography, some simply because they were born into a porn-saturated culture.


Long gone are the days when a person had to go looking for pornography to find it. In every segment of the culture, pornography is present and actively working to make itself seen. One cannot drive down the highway without encountering pornographic billboards, shop for groceries without seeing semi-pornographic magazines, listen to the radio without hearing pornographic music, or even watch a sporting event on TV without being exposed to highly suggestive ads.




Seeking Out versus Stumbling Across Pornography Online Teens 13–17



	 


	Seek out


	Come across







	Daily


	8 percent


	7 percent







	Weekly


	18 percent


	21 percent







	Once or twice a month


	11 percent


	21 percent







	Less often


	17 percent


	30 percent








The Porn Phenomenon


As this research shows, we would be wise to prepare our kids for the fact that pornographers are actively targeting them. Researchers from the Crimes Against Children Research Center (CCRC) found that pornographers reach kids online through misleading domain names and search engine tricks to make their sites come up in response to searches related to cartoons, gaming, sports, pop singers, and other topics in which kids are commonly interested.6


These predatory online practices are leading to a dramatic increase in preadolescent exposure to pornography. Barna found that among U.S. adults who seek out porn at least occasionally, only 6 percent of Boomers (51–69) saw pornography before they reached puberty, compared to 13 percent of Gen Xers (31–50) and 27 percent of older Millennials. This is a staggering increase over two generations! Considering that it has been and remains illegal to expose anyone under the age of eighteen to such material, this is beyond shocking. Pornographers are aggressively exploiting our children.


A colleague of ours shared with a friend of hers a statistic about the average age of first exposure to pornography. Her friend dismissed the idea, certain that really young children wouldn’t be exposed. Out of curiosity, she checked her eight-year-old son’s iPad “just to see.” To her alarm, she found porn sites in his viewing history dating back just a few weeks.


It’s hard to picture an eight-year-old looking at porn, but for the health and safety of our kids, we have to drop our naïveté about how normalized its use has become. All of us must face a sad but important point: we can never go back to the days before the internet. University of Texas sociologist Mark Regnerus wrote, “It is difficult for those of us who grew up before the internet to truly identify with how sexual education and assumptions about relationships have changed because the internet exists.”7


One of the assumptions in need of correction is that pornography is only a boy’s problem.


When Samantha was in middle school, she was taking a break from homework by scrolling through one of her go-to social media sites. A classmate’s friend had shared a link to an obscene video that someone in a different social circle had posted. Samantha was curious and clicked on the link. When the video started to play, she was embarrassed and immediately clicked away from the site. But later that night, she went back and watched a bit more of it. In the days and weeks that followed, she watched several similar videos. Five years later she still struggles with an ongoing pornography addiction that she can’t seem to stop.


We’ve talked with many young women who struggle with lust and pornography. In addition to feeling intense shame already, they are discouraged and frustrated that when the topic is brought up in their Christian circles, it’s always discussed as a “guy problem.” This adds to the girls’ shame and leaves them feeling more isolated. If you are the parent of a daughter, the fact that you’re reading this book means your daughter has a much better chance at getting free from pornography than Samantha had.


The reality is that pornography is impacting guys and girls, men and women, young and old. We can’t afford to exclude anyone who struggles with pornography from the grace and loving support of Christ’s community.


Social Acceptability


One serious side effect of such widespread exposure to pornography is that it misleads many kids (and also adults) into thinking that pornography is no big deal. A friend of ours has a middle-school-aged son whose friends had been passing around porn on their phones during lunch. When her son said he didn’t want to look, explaining that porn is destructive, his friends looked at him blankly and said, “But everybody looks at porn!”


This is one of the most insidious of all porn myths. The idea that “everybody does it” has the power to normalize very destructive behaviors. Barna researchers found that when young people talk about porn with their friends, the conversations typically break down as follows:




	13 percent—encourage porn use


	40 percent—accepting


	37 percent—morally neutral


	11 percent—disagreeable





Parents, even if you talk with your kids about the dangers of pornography, they will be simultaneously influenced by peers who treat it as no big deal and may even be extolling its virtues. In addition, if your kids already have personally viewed pornography, many also will have experienced the excitement and sexual pleasure that goes with it. Now their friends aren’t the only ones telling them pornography is great; their bodies and minds are too!


We point this out to demonstrate just how profoundly the culture has changed since our parents’ generation. Barna researchers asked teens and young adults (13–24) what they believe is usually or always morally wrong. Although we are not listing all the responses here, the following should indicate how much of an uphill battle our kids face:




	56 percent felt that not recycling is usually or always morally wrong


	48 percent believe this about overeating


	38 percent feel this way about using too much electricity or water


	32 percent believe viewing pornography to be usually or always morally wrong





None of these changes have happened in a vacuum. Our culture has declared “wars” on obesity and environmental exploitation, and our children have naturally absorbed and internalized those messages. In a similar way, they have absorbed and internalized the availability of pornography and our culturally blasé attitude toward it.


The reality for many kids today is that they can access pornography on TV channels at home, on phones and gaming systems their parents gave them, and on tablets and laptops supplied by their schools. Pornography is sold in gas stations, advertised on highway billboards, praised by their favorite musicians and movie stars, and marketed directly to them in all forms of media. At the same time, laws against obscene content are not enforced, the adult culture does not rise up in mass protest, and parents barely speak about these matters.


From a teen’s perspective, when compared to the social challenges of obesity and the failure to care for the environment, does anyone have a problem with porn? It doesn’t seem so.


Because of these influences and the reality that viewing porn feels good (because God made sex to feel good), otherwise good kids are getting pulled into a sexually immoral world for which they’re unprepared, attacked by a spiritual enemy of whom they’re unaware, and assaulted by content their hearts and minds were never created to handle.


Inventors of Evil


It’s important for parents to understand how significantly pornography has changed over time. Older generations (Boomers and Busters) may have encountered pornography in the form of auto-shop calendars and Playboy magazine. Gen X kids, by contrast, grew up on softcore cable porn, hardcore magazines, and VHS tapes hidden in their parents’ closets.


Everything changed with the internet. Social use and acceptance of pornography exploded in the late 1990s through a phenomenon clinical psychologist and researcher Dr. Alvin Cooper called “the Triple A” effect of internet pornography.8


Anonymous: Before the internet, pornography could only be sought in public by going to an adult bookstore or facing the rental clerk in a video store.


Affordable: As most people already know, there is a lot of free pornography online. Just as with illicit drugs, many sites provide free “tastes” to get people to become paying customers over time, while a growing number of other sites that provide free porn now make all their money by selling ad space.9 With a price point of zero, another barrier to accessing porn is overcome.


Accessible: The internet also expanded pornography’s reach to all corners of the globe and every area of the home and community through high-speed data lines and free Wi-Fi.


For Millennials and Gen Z youth, growing up in the digital age means they’ve never known a world in which pornography was socially shameful or difficult to get. They also are increasingly being exposed to pornography that is more violent and degrading than material their parents may have ever encountered.


In her remarkable book Pornland, feminist scholar Gail Dines describes the evolution of pornography from sex with storylines (the stereotypical visit from the pizza delivery guy) to nonstop hardcore debased sex, known as “gonzo” porn. This style of pornography dispenses with plot altogether and focuses exclusively on violent, degrading, almost robotic sex between the participants.10


Gonzo porn quickly moved from the fringe to the mainstream due to the explosion of so-called “tube” sites, which function a lot like YouTube. These video aggregators are organized by a seemingly endless array of categories, each featuring videos promoting that particular interest. Popular categories include teen, amateur, old and young, Asian, retro, threesome, teacher, incest, schoolgirl, etc. The list goes on, with many of the category titles not suitable for print. Racism and misogyny are rampant.


Almost twenty years ago, Frontline released a documentary on the porn industry. The filmmakers visited one of the most fringe studios, known for its stomach-churning violence. At one point, the documentary crew packed up and left the set because they could not stand to watch an actress getting beaten, degraded, and choked before their eyes.11


Just five years later, this kind of sexual violence had thoroughly entered mainstream pornography. In a 2007 study, University of Arkansas professor Ana Bridges and her team analyzed every scene in fifty of the most recent year’s bestselling pornography videos. They found that:




88.2 percent contained physical aggression, principally spanking, gagging, and slapping, while 48.7 percent of scenes contained verbal aggression, primarily name-calling. Perpetrators of aggression were usually male, whereas targets of aggression were overwhelmingly female. Targets most often showed pleasure or responded neutrally to the aggression.12





This abusive content was found in the fifty most popular porn movies that year, and that was almost fifteen years ago. There is now almost no sexual taboo too offbeat, wicked, or unbelievable that it is not easily found on thousands of tube sites, none of which provide a barrier to children.


British columnist Jenny McCartney gave the clearest picture of pornography when she wrote that “the adult film industry is steadily moving on from the representation of lust to that of loathing, with sex as war by other means.”13


Those are hard words to take in, but hear them we must. Anytime you are tempted to think this isn’t worth it, reread McCartney’s quote. Can you imagine anything more opposed to a godly vision of love?


Systemic Abuse


In a 2006 study, marriage and family therapist Dr. Jill Manning shared that “while the marital bond may be the most vulnerable relationship to online sexual activity, children and adolescents are considered the most vulnerable audience of sexually explicit material” because they “have limited ability to emotionally, cognitively, and physiologically process obscene material they encounter voluntarily or involuntarily.”14


Emory University behavioral scientist Ralph DiClemente explained the impact this way: “They can’t just put [porn] in their worldview, because they don’t have one. This becomes one of the building blocks that they’re going to put into their worldview, and that’s what we don’t want.”15


Manning and DiClemente are saying that children don’t have the mental filters to sift out the lies of pornography. Rather, pornography’s lies become the filters through which the rest of life is seen and understood.


As we were writing this chapter, Teen Vogue published an article instructing teens on how to have anal sex. At no point in the article were the specific harms of anal sex discussed, such as rectal tearing, bleeding, fecal incontinence, or increased risks of contracting HIV or HPV.16 The entire piece was downright cheery about a sexual practice that carries significant health risks.17


This article exemplifies Manning’s findings: pornography presents a radically harmful message that significantly influences how young people understand sex, love, and relationships. More specifically, her research revealed that pornography use can lead to the following problems (among many others):




	Less trust between intimate partners


	Believing promiscuity is normal


	Thinking that not having sex is unhealthy


	Less interest in sexual monogamy and fidelity


	Believing marriage is sexually confining


	Less interest in raising children and having a family


	Believing better sex is possible without having affection for one’s partner, thereby treating sex as a commodity and objectifying others18






Manning also found that because pornography (and much of mainstream media) exposes young people to age-inappropriate sexual material, it can also lead them to believe that less-common sexual activities, like group sex or sadomasochism, are actually common. It also normalizes dangerous sexual behavior, like bestiality or sex with children.


Pornographers aren’t interested in presenting truthful information to young people about what these kinds of sexual acts actually mean for a relationship or the people in it. Porn is a blatant and degrading fiction. But when kids encounter porn’s lies (even if shared in places like Teen Vogue), their brains treat what they see as real. Because of pornography and highly sexualized media throughout our culture, millions of young people are being systematically trained to think that bondage, group sex, bestiality, sexual violence, and child abuse is what sex is supposed to be. Considering the list above, our cultural inaction toward pornography is more than bewildering. It begins to look diabolical.
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