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INTRODUCTION

A Message for You

In a world filled with members of the opposite sex, your chances of coming into contact with them are pretty high. Men will be your fathers, brothers, coworkers, friends, and husbands. Women will be your mothers, sisters, coworkers, friends, and wives. This book is written to help you recognize and avoid potentially dangerous opposite-sex relationships.

Our only dependable basis for this discernment comes not from the culture, not from family traditions, and not from personal choices. Culture has a way of shifting its mores from era to era, Swept along by the critical mass of current opinion. Family traditions have a way of perpetuating improper behavior, duplicating the sins of previous generations along with genetic material. Personal choices have a way of leading to unintended consequences, with feelings and desires ascendant and caution thrown to the wind.

In the midst of uncertainty like this, we have only one standard to go by—the one articulated by the creator of man and woman, by the author of male and female, by the originator of the very concept of sex, God himself. This book will use God’s Word as the standard to accomplish several objectives. One is to help you recognize which sexual relationships are God-sanctioned and which are God-prohibited. Another goal is to give you the tools you need to recognize which relationships have a tendency toward sexualization and how to respond in case they do. This book will also help you recognize those individuals who may tend to sexualize relationships. You’ll learn what to do if you encounter such a person. You’ll also learn what to do if you are one.

The subject of our sexuality can be a controversial one. At times, the pages that follow will contain graphic descriptions vividly depicting the dilemmas posed by sexualized relationships. The reason for such explicitness is to ensure that sin be seen as sin and that it be stripped of any veil of secrecy or acceptability. Care has been used to be respectful of those who have been victims of inappropriately sexualized relationships; at the same time, this book will boldly confront those who sexualize relationships when they should not. This book arises from a knowledge of the severity of the problem and a sincere desire to provide hope and healing for all who read its pages.

Chapters 11 through 15 will deal specifically with situations that arise out of relationships between counselors or pastors and those they help. Spiritual and emotional advisors are particularly vulnerable to inappropriately sexualized relationships. During the past ten years, the front pages of newspapers and the lead stories on the evening news have heralded the infidelities of pastors and counselors for all to see.

If you are a counselor or pastor and have been in your profession for very long, you probably know at least one, perhaps more, of your colleagues who have engaged in inappropriate behavior with someone they were working with. You may even have succumbed to the temptation yourself.

“Strengthen your feeble arms and weak knees,” the Scriptures admonish us. “Make level paths for your feet, so that the lame may not be disabled, but rather healed” (Hebrews 12:12-13). Our weakness can further cripple those who look to us for strength. We need to enhance our skills and hone our wisdom through studies like this one. If our failure causes someone else to fall, they are apt to take us down with them.

People and situations described in this book have been altered to protect privacy and identity. The stories are provided to illustrate our points, not to furnish specific details or clinical case studies.

“Watch and pray so that you will not fall into temptation,” our Lord warned his men (Mark 14:38).

This book can help you to watch. It can increase your discernment, enhancing your relational eyesight so that you can see ahead of time the sexual risks that loom in your path.

By reading this book you are acknowledging the presence of One greater than yourself, who sees your relationships and desires for them to be pure and helpful to all concerned.

By reading this book you are acknowledging the reality that temptations will come and, if you’re not careful, cause you to fall.
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THE POWERFUL, INVASIVE INFLUENCEM OF CURRENT CULTURE SEEPS INTO OUR CONSCIOUSNESS MOMENT BY MOMENT, AND WE HARDLY KNOW IT.


1
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RECOGNIZE THE KINDLING OF CURRENT CULTURE
The Tinderbox We Live in Today

Without wood a fire goes out.

—Proverbs 26:20

Our world is aflame with sex. Sex is practiced openly, talked about freely, engaged in creatively, and flaunted shamelessly. Cultural stigmas that once kept sex within definable boundaries have been debunked by the gurus of this age. Few people seem to know the rules for sexual behavior. Television networks flaunt homosexuality on prime time soaps like The Practice. Advertisers invade our living rooms with crudity and nudity that would have cost TV stations their broadcast licenses a few decades ago. As a result, the fire of sexuality burns in the souls of all of us at a dangerous temperature. Even those of us who have confessed Christ as Lord and who intend to share his holiness find that our hearts and minds have been saturated to an alarming degree by the incessant bombardment of sexual images and sexual language. Almost without knowing it happened, the present generation has become blasé about sexual humor and seductive shows that would have outraged our grandparents. We soak up Jay Leno’s innuendos and Victoria’s Secret’s advertising porn with hardly a flieker of complaint or concern. And we who have been called by the Lord to be a holy people seem to be hardly conscious of the levels of lust kindled within us by our constant daily immersion in prurience. Our tolerance level for degrading sexual behavior and expression has risen year by year, searing our consciences and silencing inhibitions that should protect our hearts and minds. Our sexual desires are constantly being stoked by the culture we live in, and many of us are at risk because a dangerous fire smolders within.

IT’S IN THE AIR WE BREATHE

In Denton, Texas, a group of cheerleaders find themselves in the midst of a controversy. For a year they have been performing a dance routine with a song called “Barbie Girl,” and now, right before an important competition, some parents object. The coach is indignant. Having to learn new material at this late date will hurt their chances of winning. According to the Associated Press story, the coach is upset because “some freaked-out parents” complain that the song is “suggestive.” Its lyrics include: “You can brush my hair, undress me everywhere / Kiss me here, touch me there, hanky-panky.”

What do you think? Is this just a case of prudish parents interfering with the coach’s choice of innocent dance material? Would it change your opinion if we told you that the cheerleaders are girls four to six years old?

If you missed that story in your newspaper, you know all about this one.

A beauty queen is murdered in Colorado. Speculation arises that sexual abuse occurred prior to her death by strangulation. Across the country her image stares out from the covers of magazines and supermarket tabloids. Big eyes with mascara-enhanced lashes, fluffed blonde hair, and perfectly painted red lips give urgency to the question everybody wants to know: How did she die? Stories detail her home life and display pictures taken at pageant competitions. Her glamorous hair, stylish outfits, and expertly applied cosmetics accentuate an already beautiful face.

The pictures, however, are eerie, and not just because they show the eyes of the dead. They disturb us because this beauty queen should have had more in common with Barney than with Barbie. She should have been more acquainted with grass-stained knees than with painted lips. She should have spent more time combing a doll’s hair than having her own hair teased and curled. She should have spent more time learning how to ride a bike or climb a tree than learning how to walk down a pageant runway or how to smile with just the right amount of pout. Jon Benet Ramsey was just six years old when she was murdered.

Children often act as a mirror, starkly reflecting the values of the society they live in. In them we see transparent images made up of pudgy flesh, their wide eyes a window into the priorities decreed by society at large. Children become the backdrop upon which culture projects what it finds most desirable. Our oversexed culture produced those minicheerleaders singing about hanky-panky. It cost Jon Benet her childhood and probably her life. If they watch TV, second-graders today know more about homosexuality and bedroom activity than their grandparents did when they started college. In an age when we fast-forward our children into the realm of sexuality long before puberty sets in, can anybody doubt that our culture is obsessed with sex?

The sexualizing of our era is not something Christians can shrug their shoulders at, as if they lived on Mars instead of on this sex-maddened globe called Earth. None of us lives in a vacuum. If we live in an age that challenges integrity in personal relationships, we’d better look closely at our own relationships. If we live in a culture that continually blares sexual messages, it’s not enough to subconsciously turn down the volume. We’d better do some serious soul-searching to see how many of those messages we have unknowingly absorbed. Knowing what the messages are and how they are transmitted is one of the first steps to closing our hearts and ears to the unholy impulses they would stir within us.

OUR CULTURE ADDS FUEL TO THE SEXUAL FIRE

The powerful, invasive influence of current culture seeps into our consciousness moment by moment, and we hardly know it. Everything we see, everything we hear shapes our thoughts and drives our actions. From the time we wake up to the time we lie down, we are inundated by our culture’s messages. We read them. We talk about them. We internalize them. Even if we don’t actually think much about them.

As we ingest and assimilate the assumptions that underlie our culture, it is inevitable that our own values and resultant behavior will change. What was previously unacceptable becomes acceptable. What was questioned before, we now do without a second thought. In a culture that has abandoned most of its stigmas about sex outside of marriagc, it would be a miracle if Christians did not find themselves winking at behavior they once knew to be unholy. How many of us who once knew better now allow ourselves to enjoy the dalliance of some person with whom we have no moral right to act, feel, or talk sexually? In a culture that has lowered its barriers, sex intrudes today into many inappropriate places, and all of us are increasingly at risk because of it.

Movies as Kindling

If you’ve been watching movies for the last half of the twentieth century, you know that Hollywood has drastically changed during that time. Gone are the dapper flair of Cary Grant, the pent-up intensity of Ingrid Bergman, the rugged masculinity of Humphrey Bogart, the silky sophistication of Grace Kelley. Gone are the impish innocence of Doris Day, the solid fidelity of Jimmy Stewart, the controlled passion of Deborah Kerr, the no-nonsense sensibility of Spencer Tracy. Gone also are intimacy implied with veiled looks, solitary embraces, and heated kisses that went no farther on the screen. Sex has come out from behind the door of the closed bedroom. With each season of prime-time rating wars, the networks vie to see who can push the sexual envelope one notch farther, who can graphically display more skin, who can introduce America’s families to the most shocking forms of sexual perversion, and Hollywood trolls for Oscars by abandoning all shame.

“Adults only” used to imply that a film featured a sexual relationship between unmarried partners. Today it has become a badge of honor used to attract those who desire explicitly pornographic filth. PG-13 films expose viewers to thinly disguised sexual encounters, usually between unmarried teens or young adults. Since these encounters are portrayed as romantic and inevitable, often taking place as the culmination of the movie’s plot, they are eagerly anticipated by those who have paid to watch them—including the adolescents in the audience. Thus, in the venue our culture calls entertainment, we deliver the repeated, cleverly packaged message that sex is the natural consequence of true love and that it should be unencumbered by the realities of life. The sad truth is that for many men and women today these scenes of misplaced sexual activity are real life. But Hollywood always seems to forget to tell us about the tragic consequences of such behavior.

Through the schoolhouse of the theater, Americans are being led to believe that nothing must hamper the sexual culmination of a true-love relationship—not age, not the absence of a marriage license, not the fact that you are married to somebody else. The main characters in a movie may not survive to its end, but everything is somehow all right if they at least had sex before they drew their last breath.

Television as Kindling

The line between TV and movies has blurred with the advent of VCRs and DVDs. Films made for TV and films made for the silver screen vary little in content, but the television films may wield by far the greater influence on our thinking and behavior. They invade our homes night after night. Once the television set was a technological marvel around which the traditional family huddled while they watched variety shows or comedy hours in the early evening. Today television has become the white noise of our age, always on in the background of our lives. We eat dinner by it, do homework by it, do housework while it drones on, and even pretend to socialize in spite of its distractions.

Anybody who has watched the daytime soaps knows that producers hype their ratings by loading their shows with the sexually explicit or unusual. It’s hard for even the most dedicated soap fan to keep up with who’s in bed with whom from week to week, and the bed-hopping is enacted with increasingly graphic performances. Little is left to the imagination. Daytime talk shows routinely troll the cultural waters for the sexually deviant, snagging any bizarre relationship and showing off aberrant catches as trophies during the ratings sweeps. Meanwhile the sitcoms at night treat viewers to humor that would disgrace fourth-grade boys behind an outhouse.

Worse than the shows on TV are the accumulated hours of sexoriented advertising. Capturing households is no longer enough to sell high-dollar advertising time to corporate sponsors. The age of the typical viewer of the spots often matters more than the number of viewers, because the viewers’ age bracket equates to disposable income. Did you know that TV advertisers have identified eighteen-to-thirty-four-year-olds as the big spenders? To lure these viewers, networks in the past few years have opted for shows that reflect this age-group’s open sexual attitudes and their obsession with sexual themes. So good-bye to Murder She Wrote and Dr. Quinny Medicine Woman and hello to Living Single and Friends.

Cable and satellite TV allow some worthwhile programming to find a syndicate home, but these relatively new technologies also allow vast new levels of pornography to flood into our homes. Independent networks, once the last bastion of decent family programming, increasingly seem to be choosing to cater to a prurient clientele by producing and showing sexier material. Pay-per-view pornography is as close as the cable box in millions of homes.

Magazines as Kindling

We don’t want to belabor the point that we live in a culture saturated with sex, but we do want to alert you to some sources that may be affecting the lives and hearts of some unsuspecting Christians. It’s vital that we identify sources of sexualization in our culture in order to reduce the exposure for our own souls.

Ever since the glory days of Playboy, men’s magazines have been devoted to showcasing women as sex objects, the value of the articles aside. Few people ever bought the line that Playboy was a forum for serious philosophy or current events, did they? But the Hugh Hefner stuff from the sexy sixties appears tame when compared to the newer variations of the genre. No picture is too revealing. No position too lurid. No pairing too pornographic. These magazines are dedicated to the sexual arousal of their readers. To keep producing this effect, the publishers have to supply increasingly graphic images. Prurience is a hungry beast that craves an ever-larger and dirtier diet to satiate its appetite. Defenders of this sort of journalism insist that these journals provide only pleasure without harm. Some even tout this kind of pornography as a way to reduce sexual crimes, although hard statistics from law-enforcement agencies always verify the opposite effect. By fostering the image of women within a tightly confined sexual lens, they have been one of the strongest factors in accelerating the sexualization of our society.

While women’s magazines usually do not contain the same level of sexual imagery as the men’s publications, still they contribute deleteriously to our sexually charged culture. They influence the social climate through the presentation of ideas rather than graphics. Some of these magazines target adolescent females. Others aim at more mature women. But their message is always the same: Men are to be viewed as sexual quarry. They offer tips for capturing and keeping alive a sexual relationship, offering detailed instructions on how to talk and act to entrap the intended lover and how to respond sexually to keep the man once they ensnare him. According to a study done in late 1996 by public relations firm DeChant-Hughes of Chicago, almost three-quarters of the articles published in women’s magazines today are devoted to sexual topics. Have you paid any attention lately to the magazines available in the checkout line at your nearby supermarket? Even a cursory perusal will confirm the sexual content. Helpful sidebars fill you in on what a desirable man “wants in a woman.” Typical articles portray the establishment of male-female relationships as a grand strategy with sex as the end prize.

Targeting preadolescent girls as young as ten or eleven, many of these magazines have adopted a sexuality-as-strategy concept. According to the study cited above, sexual topics make up 63 percent of the articles in the magazines for teenage females. Instead of advising girls to postpone sexual activity until they are married, these magazines advocate safe sex. Their “wise” counsel is “Wait until you are ready for a ’committed’ relationship,” and “Always use contraceptives to avoid unplanned pregnancies and sexually transmitted diseases. But, by all means, enjoy sex!”

Do you suppose our kids are confused? We tell them “Just Say No” to drugs, but use a condom when having sex. Our culture for the most part has conceded the battle for chastity. A recent poll for U.S. News & World Report found that 74 percent of the Americans asked had serious qualms about teens having sex before marriage. But federally financed TV ads and sex-education programs give millions of girls the opposite message. Condoms are in, they preach. Abstinence is unrealistic.

Thanks to our ever-younger conditioning, preadolescent girls have much more time to worry about their weight, to learn how to apply exactly the right shade of eye shadow, to agonize over which makeup is right for their skin type, and to worry about which outfit is more likely to catch the attention of that special guy. In other words, they get to spend their childhood trying to look, talk, dress, and act like adults. The time bomb is ticking long before they are old enough to understand the consequences of their budding sexuality.

Music as Kindling

Have you paid attention lately to the lyrics of the songs broadcast by your local radio stations? Gone are most of the euphemisms songwriters used in past years to comply with FCC restrictions. Today sex is sung about and rapped about without any masking or shading. Violent sexual themes are highlighted to market certain musical groups or recordings. Listen to the “top ten” country and western or rock songs, and you’ll find it hard to believe that radio stations are governed by any limits of decency or propriety. Tolerance and insensitivity are equated with sophistication. As if to say, “What’s the big deal? I’ve heard and seen worse.”

Advertising as Kindling

Sex sells. Plaster half-naked poster girls in seductive poses across a full-page ad for Breakfast Barley Flakes and the sales of the cereal evidently will go up. Personal care products, ranging from shaving cream to dandruff shampoo, promise us that their brand will give us an edge in opposite-sex attraction. Certain brands of clothing are routinely touted as the quickest route to being unclothed. Both the scent names and the packaging of some popular fragrances simulate mating.

Sex therapist Dr. Gerald Rogers did an informal six-month study of print-media ads that used sex as their hook. The result was a lengthy presentation of rapidly viewed slides of hundreds of sexy advertisements. Whenever he showed the series to a gathering of his colleagues in the medical and counseling fields, their response was invariably one of shock and dismay. Especially when Dr. Rogers revealed to them that the array of titillating ads came from everyday newspapers and “family” magazines that most of them had on their coffee tables.

Avant-garde, obscure forms of sexual innuendo lace today’s advertisements, with the menu of sexual images growing more blatant both in print and over the airwaves with each passing season. Sheets askew, intertwined legs, and slivers of uncovered flesh no longer seem to shock the average viewer of page or screen. Have you heard the TV spots that use the auditory equivalent of a woman reaching orgasm to suggest that a certain product is satisfying? It suggests also that our society is rapidly losing any sense of shame.

CURRENT CULTURE ERASES SEXUAL BOUNDARIES

In the decades since the sexual revolution of the sixties, our culture has drastically shifted its system of sexual values. What used to be considered decent and proper society now lampoons as anachronistic or discards as oppressive. Boundaries that in the past acted as a buffer for sexual behavior have been demolished, opening the gates for freer access to overtly sexual expression. Consider some of the changes in recent times.

Virginity Devalued / Sexual Equality Elevated

According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, almost half of today’s ninth-graders say they have already had sexual intercourse. This means that by the time our kids reach the ripe old age of fourteen, over half of them say they’ve already lost their virginity.

Children are like the rest of us. They have values. They value their independence and put up a constant struggle to assert their ideas of freedom. They value their friendships, often choosing the influence of friends over that of parents. They value their leisure activities. Guess what most of them will choose if you offer them a choice between playing video games or going online versus doing homework or spending time in family events. If you’ve raised a teenager or two, you know how fiercely adolescents will fight to their “rights” and values. But according to the CDC report we cited, half of the ninth-graders in America did not value their virginity enough to keep it.

Should it surprise us that today’s children mirror the attitudes of today’s adults toward virginity? Virginity is an endangered species in the modern adult world. Young adults are waiting longer to marry. As divorce rates have risen, the number of unattached adults among us has risen. And the very idea that all these unmarried adults should remain sexually inactive often is hooted at both by media muckrakers and by serious educational experts. In the U.S. News poll mentioned earlier, fewer than half of the respondents under forty-five thought it was a good idea to remain a virgin until marriage. The majority of those polled felt that having premarital sexual partners makes it easier for a person to pick out a compatible spouse. In fact, premarital sex was characterized as “beneficial” by a majority of the sub-forty-five group. In their eyes, premarital sex is beneficial, virginity is not.

Sexual equality is another plank in the argument for unrestricted sexual activity. The rationale purports that today’s sexual freedom corrects oppressive restrictions of the past. Women were shortchanged in sexual relationships because of the possibility of pregnancy, we are told. But today, with birth control methods and abortion easily available, requiring female virginity is archaic. Consequence-free sex is now the right of women, just as it has been for men, the argument claims. Unrestricted sexual activity is touted as one way for a woman to declare her gender freedom.

Fidelify Devalued / Personal Fulfillment Elevated

Gerald was devastated. Maggie had just told him she didn’t love him anymore. Without a tear in her eye she explained that after twenty-six years she didn’t want to be married to him any longer. No, she said, there wasn’t anyone else. Gerald almost wished there had been. He could have understood that better. Maggie said she just didn’t feel the same way about him as she used to. She couldn’t remember when her feelings changed. There just hadn’t been anything there for a while. She’d finally grown tired of pretending all the time. Now she just wanted out. She didn’t hate him, she said. She just didn’t love him. She figured she had a little less than half her life left, and she wanted to start doing things for herself, taking care of herself, for a change. There wasn’t anybody else, but Gerald got the feeling she wouldn’t mind if there were.

Maggie left Gerald with a gaping hole in his life. He was getting older. So were his knees and joints, worn out by hard labor on construction jobs. He had been looking forward to slowing down, spending some good years with Maggie now that the kids were grown. And all this time she had been looking forward to spending her good years without him. They’d grown apart, Maggie told him. They didn’t want the same things in life anymore. She wouldn’t explain exactly what those things were, just that they were different from what he wanted. Gerald could not understand that. He had dreamed of growing old with her, and his dream had become her nightmare.

He tried to talk her out of it, apologizing for working too hard, for spending too many evenings after work at the bar, for not going to enough school functions when the kids were small, for not saying “I love you” enough. He told her he’d make it up to her if she’d just stay and give him another chance. She actually stopped a moment and thought about it. Thought about it and still said no.

Just as virginity has been devalued by the world we live in, so has exclusivity and longevity in sexual relationships. Feelings, not fidelity, have been elevated within relationships by our culture. If you are unhappy in your present relationship, conventional wisdom tells you that you’re duty-bound to leave. The only thing that binds you to your spouse is how well your needs are being met within the marriage. Examples of couples calling it quits even after years of marriage, abound both around the corner and in the national spotlight. Seeing it happen so often fuels “the middle-age crazies” in some of us and plants the seed of temptation for unsatisfied spouses to explore greener pastures.

Today counselors and pastors observe the phenomenon of people whose lifelong pattern is one of investigating life outside their current relationships. They go from relationship to relationship, forming and breaking liaisons simply on the basis of how they feel at any given moment. Personal fulfillment is their god. Their right. They deserve to be in a happy relationship. So they keep searching until they find the “right” person. Such behavior has consequences for all of us. As it becomes more fashionable to drop out of relationships, the pool of sexually active potential partners grows ever larger, and the threat to existing marriages escalates.

Moral Absolutes Devalued / Situational Ethics Elevated

Outside our church walls where Bible-believing people still teach and believe that God’s moral laws are immutable standards for human behavior lies a radically different culture that denies the very existence of truth. According to this view of life, no person has the right to tell any other person that their ideas or their behavior are wrong. Right and wrong are simply what each person thinks they are, depending on their particular circumstance. Sometimes this theory has been called situation ethics, meaning that ethical standards are determined by individual situations, not by any set of unchanging standards.

We can no longer say, “Thou shalt not commit adultery.” What if you’re trapped in a loveless marriage with a distant, unaffectionate spouse, and by chance you happen to meet an attractive, vibrant, compassionate soul mate with whom you make an immediate, consuming connection? Who could be hardhearted enough to expect you to remain trapped in a dead-end relationship when ultimate happiness awaits you in the arms of your newfound truelove? The “situation” demands that old-fashioned fetters such as marriage vows and family responsibilities take a backseat to our immediate opportunity for gratification. You may not have spent much time agonizing over the intricacies of modern ethical theories, but chances are high that the scenario we’ve just described has been played out time and again among your kinfolks, neighbors, and associates. And you’ve seen the wreckage of lives left in the wake of people who proclaimed that “it must be good because it feels so right.”

The God who made us and who desires our well-being and happiness made rules to keep us from getting hurt. His rules for living have been replaced in our culture by a single rule. This rule says that no rules exist except the one that says you must tolerate all opinions and lifestyles as being equally valid. Divine rules that once sanctified and preserved our core relationships have been jettisoned by a culture that makes personal fulfillment its ultimate goal. We live in a world full of Geralds and Maggies, whose pitiful quests for happiness outside the Creator’s boundaries have cost them the stability of relationship and the dependability of love on which true happiness must rest. Our culture applauds Maggie’s pluck, while it carefully ignores the tears and turmoil caused by her decision to forget sacred promises.

CULTURAL SHIFTS CONTRIBUTE TO SEXUAL CONFUSION

Life is certainly a lot more complicated than it used to be. One reason for this is the confusion and misunderstandings caused by rapid shifts in male-female roles.

Gentlemen have been expected to open doors for ladies for at least two centuries. Sometimes they still do. A man who opens the door for a woman loaded down with packages is still considered polite. But if a fellow opens the door for a woman without encumbrances today, she may think he’s condescending. After all, does he think she’s too dense to fathom the door mechanism or too lacking in muscles to open it for herself? How does a guy know what to do?

It’s just as hard for the ladies. A woman who argues vehemently for a specific point of view in a meeting with a large group is considered professionally aggressive. But a woman who argues just as aggressively for a specific point of view one-on-one may be considered shrewish or needlessly confrontational.

Heightened sensitivities to sexual harassment can make things really sticky. A woman who engages in sexually charged conversation around the lunch table at work tends to be accepted as a person who’s trying to be a part of the group. But a male colleague who participates in her sexually loaded conversation can easily get himself fired as a sexual harasser.

To this confusion of roles add the ever-shifting behavior rules of situation ethics and you’ve got a recipe for bewilderment and chaos. Men and women today are never quite sure where they’re supposed to stand. If they get it figured out, by tomorrow the rules of the game are almost certain to have changed.

Wife, Mother, and Male-Protector Roles

The number of Americans who were alive before World War II is dwindling. If you were born since then, can you imagine a world where nice women worked only as teachers, nurses, secretaries, or waitresses? These were “women’s professions,” and the minority of women who filled them worked almost exclusively with other women. Before the Great War, no females were soldiers, firefighters, production managers, carpenters, or corporate CEOs. Women who did work outside the home still derived their primary sense of identity as somebody’s wife or mother or—if they were unmarried— somebody’s daughter, and men everywhere related to women on the basis of these domestic roles. Society dictated that you did not chase another man’s wife, you did not act disreputably toward another man’s daughter, and you always showed respect to someone else’s mother. In that pre-war world a man was no gentleman if he behaved toward a woman in a way that was considered inappropriate and unseemly. Women merited special courtesy and protection. “Women and children first,” they cried when the Titanic deployed her lifeboats. What do you suppose they would shout today? Somehow, during the final decades of the twentieth century, the special honor and respect traditionally apportioned to women both by social custom and by law came to be perceived as a patronizing putdown—often because the obvious difference in the roles of women and men made some men fancy that they were stronger and smarter and better than the objects of their courtesy and protection.

Rosie the Riveter

As American industry geared up to supply our armed forces during World War II, the social floodgates opened. Women found themselves called upon to assume traditional male trades in order to sustain the war effort. With millions of our men fighting on the beaches of Normandy and slogging through the jungles of Iwo Jima, someone had to run the factories, and women were elected. Although many women gladly exchanged their wrenches and grease guns for diapers and laundry soap after our soldiers came home, things never were the same. Once firmly ensconced in the marketplace, women have continued to enter and excel in areas of employment previously closed to them. The twofold effects were:

1. When large numbers of women left home to work, the long-standing practice of viewing a woman within her family context got hazed over. Women now began to stand on their own apart from their family ties. No longer were they just another man’s wife or daughter or mother. They were now seen as independent people in their own right, capable of their own decisions without male permission or approval.

2. For the first time in our culture it became okay for decent women to be viewed openly as objects of sexual interest.

Can you see how the second effect compounded the first? As women began to be legitimate objects of sexual interest—both to men and to themselves—there was a marked increase in the areas and frequency of women’s personal interactions with men outside their families. The result was predictable. Combine women, flush with the realization of their new power as independent persons, with men who can now view them as objects of sexual desire, and you can only expect sexual interactions to explode. Society would never be the same. For half a century now we have been struggling to find sensible guidelines that can give us some degree of safety and comfort in a sex-conscious world where men and women work and play together every day.

Loading Up the Moving Van

One contributing factor we can’t overlook is the increasingly mobile nature of our society where men and women may switch careers and coasts every few years. Behavior patterns inevitably change when people are uprooted from their relational contexts. In other words, if Mary and Tom stay in Everytown, Minnesota, their neighbors will know Mary primarily as Tom’s wife (and maybe even as John’s daughter). And they know Tom as Mary’s husband. The longer Mary and Tom live in Everytown, the more they and their neighbors interact within the context of their relationship as husband and wife. Phil may want to consider a sexual relationship with Mary, but their kids are on the same Little League team, and Phil bowls with Tom every other Thursday night, so he backs off.

If Tom and Mary move across the country, however, Ben might meet Mary at work. He’s never met Mary’s husband and never seen her kids. All he knows is Mary, outside her other relationships, so it’s much easier for Ben to consider Mary as a suitable object of sexual pursuit than it was for Phil back in Everytown.

Mobility removes people from structured, ethical situations. Once our turf changes, the possibility for change in other areas becomes easier to contemplate. When you’re a long way from home, things that once were tied down have a way of coming loose.

This Is the Army, Ms. Jones

Not everybody in our land has been happy about the inclusion of women in what used to be male jobs. One of the first groups to protest were the wives of the firefighters and police who already had those jobs. Understandably, they didn’t want their husbands thrown together with other women in intense jobs where coworkers have to operate in close proximity, eating, bunking, and killing idle hours together. The likelihood of illicit sexual interaction in such circumstances should be obvious to anybody past puberty.

Nowhere has this objection proved more prescient than in the integration of women into the armed forces. Touched off by the Tailhook flap, scandals involving sexual interaction between members of the military, both consensual and forced, have been headline news for at least a decade. Within the span of one year, the U.S. Army was rocked with sexual assault charges leveled at a variety of male drill instructors, who were accused by female recruits of pressuring them for sexual favors. In addition, Master Sergeant of the Army, Gene McKinney, was accused by a riumber of former coworkers and aides of sexually propositioning them. Even within the rigid structures of the services, the proximity of men and women working side by side has led to sexualized relationships. Healthy young men and women confined in the bowels of a battleship or an aircraft carrier for months on end will likely find something more exciting than pinochle to pass their time. The number of pregnancies begun at sea is one stat the navy would just as soon we didn’t know.
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