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Praise for Sex and the Spiritual Teacher

“A groundbreaking call to action.”

—Kiera Van Gelder, author of The Buddha and the Borderline



 



“A book well worth reading.”


—Steve Hagen, author of Buddhism Plain and Simple



 



“Incisive and compassionate. Highly recommended.”


—Brian Victoria, author of Zen at War



 


“By emphasizing the humanness of even the wisest teacher and the importance of transparency, Edelstein provides wise, clear counsel for spiritual teachers, students, and those who care for them that will undoubtedly reduce the risk of problematic relationships, as well as help those who find themselves having crossed boundaries act with kindness and care to extricate themselves from these harmful situations. Students and teachers in other contexts will also benefit from the wisdom in these pages. Edelstein’s willingness to look at what is so often hidden with unwavering clarity and compassion is an immense gift to us all.”

—Lizabeth Roemer, Ph.D., co-author of The Mindful Way Through Anxiety



 


“Finally, a book that addresses sexual misconduct within spiritual communities with equanimity and smarts. An invaluable book for students and leaders alike.”

—Elizabeth Jarrett Andrew, author of Writing the Sacred Journey



 


“At long last, this book offers a clear, objective look at the causes and effects of such behavior. An enlightening must-read for every spiritual student and community governing board.”

—Thérèse Jacobs-Stewart, author of Mindfulness and the 12 Steps



 



“A well-thought-out and eminently practical guide.”


—Mic Hunter, author of Honor Betrayed and Abused Boys



 


“Sexual energies often feed the shadow side of many student/teacher relationships. When ignored or repressed they can distort the relationship, shifting it from liberation to exploitation. Scott Edelstein’s masterful book shines light into the shadows, freeing both teacher and student to receive the true gift of spiritual partnership.”

—Rabbi Rami Shapiro, author of The Sacred Art of Lovingkindness



 


“Scott Edelstein reminds us that spiritual teachers and students alike are graced with a wonderful, mysterious, and volatile sexual energy. This down-to-earth book is good medicine, helping us all to take care of ourselves, each other, and our spiritual communities.”

—Erik Fraser Storlie, author of Nothing on My Mind



 


“This book is thoroughly refreshing and long-overdue! Edelstein strikes a tone that is at once urgent, funny, compassionate, and sex-positive. First and foremost, he encourages spiritual community members to embrace their leaders’ humanity while holding them to the highest level of ethical standards. This should be required reading for every student and leader of a spiritual community.”

—Marjorie P. Kroeger, founder and clinical director of The Stony Brook Center for the treatment of compulsive sexual behavior and sex addiction






 What You Need to Know About This Book

THIS BOOK is about spiritual teachers who have sex with their students, the suffering that such encounters often cause, and what all of us can do about it.

This is not a book of finger-pointing or whistle-blowing. Nor does it defend or apologize for spiritual teachers who lose their way. In fact, as we will see, the more we attack or defend wayward teachers, the more we encourage their waywardness.

Instead, this book is intended to create greater safety and spiritual intimacy between spiritual teachers and their students, and among members of spiritual communities.

Everything in this book is eminently practical and down-to-earth. It’s about real human emotions, interactions, and dilemmas—and genuine safety and suffering. Almost nothing in it is academic or theoretical. It’s written for anyone who is (or hopes to become) part of a spiritual community: students, teachers, clergy, lay leaders, and even casual visitors.

Part I of this book offers practical analysis and action for individuals; Part II offers solutions and strategies for spiritual communities. Although my hope is that a great many spiritual communities will use this book, it’s not a mere manual or guidebook. It’s a book of inquiry, awareness, and social and spiritual change.




 Why Me? 

I’m not a psychologist, sociologist, spiritual teacher, or member of the clergy. Why, then, do I dare to write this book, and why do my words deserve your attention?

First, I’m a longtime writer and speaker whose work often focuses on spiritual subjects. In fact, this book grew from a talk I gave in 2004 at Dharma Field Zen Center in Minneapolis.

Second, I’ve been a member of several spiritual communities for more than two decades; I’ve had the good fortune to know many spiritual teachers as friends and acquaintances; and I’ve served as editor and literary agent for two such teachers. I’ve shared homes with two spiritual teachers, and served as confidant, sounding board, and career counselor for both. I’ve spent countless hours with spiritual teachers during their off-duty hours—in restaurants, bars, and their own living rooms. I’ve watched as several of my friends made the transition from students to spiritual teachers. Over the past thirty-five years, I’ve studied with several spiritual teachers—most of them in the Zen tradition, some of them well known. I’ve also attended retreats and workshops led by other spiritual teachers from many traditions (though mostly Buddhist and Jewish). And I went through my own distress and disappointment as I learned that some of the teachers I knew and respected had had sex with their students.

Though this background qualifies me to write this book, I don’t claim to have arrived at perfect or definitive answers—or at anything that might be called enlightenment. Although I stand behind everything in this volume, I am very open to discussion, debate, and—in cases where I’ve erred—correction. You’ll find an ongoing discussion of the topics in this book on my websites, thespiritualteachersite.com and sexandthespiritualteacher.com.




 A Few Words About Words 

Religious and spiritual terms are notoriously tough—and often impossible—to standardize. We can, however, settle on some specific definitions within particular contexts. Here, then, is a quick look at some terms I’ll use throughout this book, and their definitions:

 




Spiritual teacher. This term refers to anyone who works closely and one-to-one with others to help them explore life’s most important questions, live wholeheartedly, and find their spiritual way in the world. The term thus includes spiritual directors, coaches, and counselors.

The relationship between spiritual teachers and each of their students is, by nature, quite intimate. It is thus qualitatively different from most clergy/congregant relationships, in which clergy serve primarily as groups’ spiritual and ceremonial leaders.

The great majority of spiritual teachers, as I define them, are ordained priests, ministers, monks, nuns, rabbis, imams, etc. Some, however, have no formal credentials. Most serve as the spiritual leaders of congregations, sanghas, or other formal groups, but some are itinerant, going from group to group and city to city. Others work entirely (or primarily) on a one-to-one basis with students, who may live all over the region, country, or world.


Many spiritual communities have more than one teacher. Throughout this book, when I refer to a hypothetical spiritual community’s “teacher,” please read this as “teacher or teachers.”


 




Student. I use this word as a catch-all term that also means follower, disciple, protégé, mentee, etc.

 




Spiritual community. I use this term broadly. It can be a congregation; a class or study group; residents of a monastery, religious center, or ashram; some other cohort (e.g., participants in a retreat); or all the people who consider themselves students of the same teacher.

 




The Absolute. Throughout this book I use this term as a generic stand-in for God, the Divine, the Whole, the One, the Unconditioned, the Unborn, ein sof, Brahman, the ground of being, enlightenment, etc. Whenever you see the Absolute, substitute whatever term you prefer that expresses the Inexpressible One.

 




Monogamy. Although this word has many definitions, in this book it refers to a loving, committed relationship with one—and only one—other human being. This includes but is not limited to marriage.

 




He, she, they. There’s no ideal pronoun for referring to a hypothetical spiritual teacher. Some choices are cumbersome, some sexist, some grating, some inane. Since all options fall short, I’ve opted for “they,” “them,” or “their” in most cases—e.g., “A spiritual teacher can benefit enormously from having a teacher of their own.” However, when I write of a hypothetical teacher who has sexually transgressed—or been accused of transgressing—I’ve used a masculine pronoun, simply because (as we shall see later) the great majority of such transgressors are male. This strategy, while imperfect, seems most reader friendly.




 An Invitation 

If you’re part of a spiritual community—or hope to become part of one some day—this book is for and about you. It also asks something deeply important of you: that you do more than merely read and digest my words.

I invite you to use this book to make spiritual life safer and more intimate for all of us—one person, relationship, and community at a time.





 Introduction

 Sex, Spirit, and Safety

by Mic Hunter

 



 



THROUGHOUT HISTORY, people have commented on the close association between sexuality and spirituality. Psychotherapist Carl Jung noted that when his patients brought sexual questions to him, they invariably turned out to be questions concerning spirituality—and vice versa.

Perhaps this is because sexuality and spirituality are two of the most personal—and most significant—aspects of what it means to be human. Our sexuality begins even before birth: advanced imaging devices show that males in the womb get erections. Many parents can attest to the fact that babies of both sexes take delight in playing with their genitals. And two of the first categories into which toddlers learn to place people are “boy” and “girl.”

Shortly after youngsters develop a sense of sexuality, many start to ponder spirituality. Children as young as three begin to ask questions about God, even if they are raised in homes that are not religious.

As children grow older, the association between spirituality and sexuality becomes ever more entwined, as authority figures instruct them to look to religious traditions in order to determine which sexual behaviors and thoughts are acceptable and which ones are discouraged, forbidden, or considered sinful.

The significant roles that both sexuality and spirituality play  in our lives make interpersonal boundaries necessary. The term boundaries can sometimes sound like nothing more than psychobabble spewed on daytime talk shows—but any individual, organization, or community that ignores the importance of boundaries is headed for serious trouble.

Interpersonal boundaries are not the creation of modern-day psychologists or business consultants; they have existed for as long as humans have lived in groups. The age-old taboo against incest exists in part because our ancestors realized long ago that sex between parents and children is, among other things, one of the most psychologically damaging boundary violations. A similar dynamic exists between mental health professionals and their clients; as a result, professional organizations consider sex between clinicians and their clients to be unethical, and state governments have declared it illegal.

Likewise, extensive (and often painful) experience has shown that when sex occurs between a spiritual guide and a student, the teacher-student relationship is often damaged, sometimes irrevocably. In some cases, the student’s own sense of spirituality is similarly broken.

Any relationship potent enough to promote growth and healing is also powerful enough to harm. This is especially so with the relationship that exists between a spiritual teacher and a student hungry for spiritual knowledge and growth.

Until now, this vital topic has not been properly addressed. Fortunately, with the publication of Sex and the Spiritual Teacher, we now have a well-thought-out and eminently practical guide to protecting the integrity of students, teachers, and the organizations to which they belong.

Now, more than ever, the world needs the healing power that comes with healthy spirituality. Every loving act makes more loving acts likely. This book is such an act.






 Part One

 Spiritual Teachers and Sexual Transgression





 Chapter 1

 Five Narrow Views

OUR SATURDAY MORNING meditation group usually starts with hugs, smiles, and jokes. But today it begins with Sarah’s tears.

Sarah is the group’s matriarch. She speaks four languages, has lived in four countries, and survived multiple wars. The rest of us often ask her spiritual questions, and she often gives wonderfully clear, yet deeply mystical answers. She laughs easily, often at her own mistakes.

Yet as we take our seats on this gorgeous spring morning, Sarah suddenly begins to weep.

I touch her arm and offer her a tissue. “What’s wrong?”

She dabs at her eyes for some time before she is able to talk. Eventually she mentions the name of a well-known spiritual teacher. “I was his student; he was my guru, my rebbe. For years I felt a special connection with him. He was always so wise, so mesmerizing, so inspiring. When I was in the room with him, I felt something shift and deepen inside me. Wherever he went, he packed the house.” She takes a long, sobbing breath. “Yesterday I found out he sexually abused women. Dozens of women, many of them his students. Some of them young girls. For over twenty-five years. Twenty-five years. He just admitted to all of it.” She shakes her head and blows her nose noisily.

I start to speak, but she touches my hand and shakes her head. She needs to say more.

“I don’t understand how he could be so wise and inspiring, yet so abusive.”




 Sexual Misconduct: A Long and Thriving Tradition 

Sadly, Sarah’s spiritual teacher was anything but unique. The problem of spiritual teachers seducing or sexually abusing their students tarnishes every spiritual tradition, in seemingly every culture—and recorded cases go back many hundreds of years. These misdeeds damage the lives of women and men, children and adults, the rich and the poor, the foolish and the wise, the gullible and the discerning.

A list of spiritual teachers who have committed sexual transgressions during the past few decades reads almost like a Who’s Who of modern spiritual figures, and includes priests, ministers, rabbis, gurus, yogis, roshis, senseis, swamis, lamas, maggids, and imams. Sometimes their misconduct involves other transgressions as well (misappropriation of money, physical or emotional abuse, attempted brainwashing, etc.). This widespread misconduct has created scandal after scandal for these teachers, and much suffering for their students and spiritual communities.

With very few exceptions, each of these teachers is or was male;1 each offered something genuinely worthwhile to their students; each knew that sex with their students could have potentially damaging consequences for those students; and each—including those teachers raised in other cultures—understood that the prevailing social  norms prohibited such sexual relationships. Many of these teachers were married, and thus had vows of fidelity to uphold, as well as (presumably) willing sexual partners. Some had taken vows of celibacy. So why did they act against the best interests of their students, their own spiritual communities, and, ultimately, themselves?

There are five commonly accepted answers to this question. They are deeply divergent, and in some cases mutually exclusive:
1. These transgressions are rare exceptions—the outcomes of a few troubled teachers’ psychological problems.

2. Men are pigs. Whether they’re spiritual teachers, college professors, or plumbers, men just can’t keep their pants zipped up.

3. Spiritual teachers are all frauds who delude others, themselves, or both.

4. The misconduct is not about sex, but power. The spiritual teachers are power junkies, and sex is simply a means of exercising their power.

5. The previous four positions are all bogus. The teacher and the student are both consenting adults who are responsible for their own actions. These so-called transgressions are legitimate, consensual relationships.





In this book I argue that all five of these explanations are largely off the mark. In part this is because each one lumps all sexual transgressions together, as if they were variations on a single consistent theme (which they are not); in part it is because they assume that all transgressing teachers share a single personality profile (which, of course, they don’t).

In fact, as we look closely, we will see that there are three distinct types of spiritual teachers who lose their way: exploiters, errants, and exceptionalists. In Chapter 2, I’ll look at and define each of these groups; I’ll also discuss the common variations within each group.

Similarly, the catch-all term “sexual misconduct” covers a very wide range of transgressions, from felonies to exploitation to poor judgment. These include (from most to least harmful) sexual assault; role bait-and-switch; sex as a spiritual teaching or tool;  power plays; sex as a prize or honor; verbal manipulation; inauthentic professions of love and/or proposals of marriage; sexual dealmaking; ordinary seduction (or attempted seduction); simple, straightforward offers of sex; and giving in to mutual attraction.

Teachers who transgress in any of the first ten ways are unlikely to maintain long-term monogamy or celibacy, and should not normally be permitted to continue as teachers. However, for some teachers who give in to mutual attraction, and do so only once, there is considerable hope.

Furthermore, there is much that we can do—as individuals, spiritual communities, and a society—to help prevent our spiritual teachers from losing their way. The last nine chapters of this book offer a wide array of these practical preventive measures.




 Sexual Transgression by the Numbers 

The web brims with sites that report the sexual misdeeds of spiritual teachers. Some focus on a single tradition; others report on the misconduct of spiritual teachers from a variety of traditions (as well as those outside of mainstream traditions).2


No one has recently conducted a survey to determine what percentage of spiritual teachers have had sex with their students. In 1985, however, insight meditation teacher and writer Jack Kornfield published a survey of 54 spiritual teachers from several non-Western traditions. Kornfield asked these 48 men and 6 women3 two questions:
1. Are you celibate? and

2. Have you had a sexual relationship with at least one of your students?





The results: 87% of those teachers who were not celibate—34 out of 39—admitted to having had at least one such relationship. If we include the celibate teachers in our sample as well, then 63% of all teachers surveyed had had sex with at least one of their students.

Kornfield’s survey is small and decades old, and it neglects teachers in the Abrahamic traditions, as well as well-known mavericks who don’t strongly identify with any one tradition. Yet it should nevertheless give us pause. After all, how would you feel if you learned that 63% of doctors had had sex with their patients, or 63% of professors had had sex with their students, or 63% of psychologists had had sex with their clients?4


Since 1985, not a single follow-up survey has been conducted on spiritual teachers’ sexual involvement with their students. Arguably, this is itself something of a scandal. However, more recent anecdotal evidence—i.e., an ongoing stream of new scandals—suggests that widespread sexual misconduct continues, though almost certainly at a rate lower than 63%. In any case, it does seem fair to say that, among all helping professionals, spiritual teachers have earned the #1 spot for sexual transgression.

In fact, as this book will show, the prevalence of such misdeeds is not the result of any of the five standard positions described earlier. Rather, it reflects a welter of interrelated causes—some of them quite surprising:
• The singular intimacy between spiritual teachers and their students—an intimacy that spans all traditions.

• The psychology of masculine sexuality—in particular, the ability to be wise, compassionate, loving, aware, and careful   in most areas of life, yet foolish, acquisitive, or predatory when it comes to sex.

• The unique mega-alpha status of spiritual teachers in most spiritual communities.

• The arrogance that often springs from genuine but limited spiritual insight.

• The counterintuitive reality that the folks who sexually transgress tend to be well known and well trained.

• The exceptionally large power differential between spiritual teachers and their students—a differential much larger than the one between ordinary spiritual leaders and their congregants, or college professors and their students.

• Spiritual communities’ failure to sufficiently encourage (and require) conscientious behavior from their teachers—and their unintentional support of misconduct.

• The unacknowledged sexual power of spiritual teachers’ students, and the ways in which they wield it.

• The many expected and unexpected ways in which celibacy encourages sexual misconduct.





None of these causes takes spiritual teachers off the hook, of course. Nor does any qualify as an acceptable excuse for misconduct. However, the closer we scrutinize these causes, the more deeply we understand them—and the wiser we become about supporting our spiritual teachers’ wholesome actions.




 Focusing on Sanity and Safety 

This is not a book of blame. My primary concerns are for the safety of women and men who walk a spiritual path, and with the health of the spiritual communities to which they belong.

Nor is this a compendium of spiritual teachers’ misdeeds.5 Other   writers have done a good job of revealing and cataloguing many spiritual teachers’ past transgressions, so there’s no need for me to do it again here.

The purposes of my own book are more constructive. First, it examines the mental and emotional lives of spiritual teachers who have sex with their students, as well as those of teachers who stay lovingly monogamous or honorably celibate. It looks at the complex of forces that tempt otherwise insightful, compassionate, and well-intentioned teachers to lose their way—and that tempt some of their students to lose their own way as well. It investigates a variety of practices that can become breeding grounds for sexual misconduct, including celibacy, guru-disciple relationships, sex as a spiritual teaching, and “crazy wisdom”—i.e., spiritual guidance or insight expressed in a bizarre or seemingly nonsensical form. It analyzes why most of our current efforts to keep spiritual teachers from transgressing usually don’t (and, in fact, can’t) work. Perhaps most importantly, however, it suggests a set of practices and structures that can build community, encourage healthy student-teacher relationships, increase trust and intimacy between teachers and their students, and help authentic spiritual teachers stay happily monogamous or celibate.

None of this requires miracles or profound mystical experience. Almost all of it is readily doable with the people and institutions already in place. Furthermore, nearly all of it can be done reasonably quickly and without enormous effort, expense, or gnashing of teeth. This book lays out and knits together the necessary pieces—and, I hope, provides the inspiration for us to get moving in the right direction.

Yet spiritual teachers are not the people who must take the  all-important first step. That responsibility falls to us: their students, followers, disciples, and protégés.

That first step is this: We must be willing to let go of whom we wish, hope, and desire our spiritual teachers to be, and begin to relate to them as they actually are. This means fully accepting—in our hearts, minds, and guts—some painful but essential truths:


All spiritual teachers—no matter how enlightened (or deluded)—are human beings, with the same physical, mental, and emotional equipment as the rest of us. Indeed, if they weren’t, how could we possibly follow in their footsteps and what could they really teach us? When we accept that our teachers are fundamentally just like us, we give ourselves a huge gift: we accept in ourselves the potential to embody the same wisdom, compassion, and spirit of service that we value in them.


All spiritual teachers—no matter how enlightened—make some mistakes and misjudgments. From the viewpoint of the Absolute, we can say that there are no accidents, or that the very concept of “mistake” is a mental construct. Fair enough. But on the relative level—the level on which it’s true to say, “Look both ways before crossing the street or you might get run over”—spiritual teachers can and do err.


Spiritual teachers are susceptible to temptation, sexual and otherwise. Many can resist it far better, and for far longer, than most of us—and many are able to see it coming well in advance. But spiritual teachers are also exposed to far greater—and far more frequent—temptations than most of us.


Many spiritual teachers are sexy. Some are extremely sexy. The same is true of some of their students. This is an essential—if obvious—part of the mix, yet few discussions of the topic acknowledge it.


It is entirely possible for a spiritual teacher to be wise, compassionate, empathetic, and inspiring, and at the same time sexually exploitive. This may seem entirely contradictory, but spiritual teachers have proven it true time after time. For better or worse, we humans are often contradictory creatures—especially when it comes to sex, power, and vocation.

If these points all seem obvious to you, then congratulations; please read on. As you will see, there is much that you can do to make the world safer for our sisters and brothers with spiritual inclinations.

If you disagree with any of the above statements, or believe that your own teacher is infallible, or more than human, or incapable of doing harm or creating karma, please read on anyway. (And if and when your teacher becomes embroiled in a scandal, I hope you’ll take a second look at this book.)




 Why It Matters 

Any honest discussion of spiritual teachers’ sexual misconduct must begin by addressing two basic questions:
1. Why is sex between spiritual teachers and their students so problematic?, and

2. How does the issue of sexual misconduct by spiritual teachers differ from that of sexual misconduct by ordinary clergy (e.g., the parish priest, the minister of the corner church, or the rabbi of the synagogue down the block)?





At the heart of every healthy student-teacher relationship are four essential elements:
1. The student’s desire to become wiser or more fully human

2. The teacher’s overt or implied commitment to assist the student in that endeavor

3. The teacher’s parallel commitment to consistently act in the student’s best interests

4. The student’s faith that the teacher will honor these commitments





At the heart of most unhealthy student-teacher relationships is the teacher’s failure to honor one or more of these commitments. In healthy relationships, the student develops a deep and abiding trust in the teacher, and this trust is rewarded. In unhealthy ones it is violated.

There is both great spiritual intimacy and an enormous power differential in relationships between spiritual teachers and their students. As this intimacy increases—with sustained contact, or during spiritual retreats, or when the teacher meets with the student one-to-one—this power differential increases as well.

When a spiritual teacher uses this power wisely and skillfully, the student is encouraged to wake up, grow up, and open up. But when a teacher uses the student for his own gratification, sexual or otherwise, the student feels smaller and less fully human. With rare exceptions,6 this is so even when the sexual attraction is very much mutual, the sex is mutually initiated (or initiated by the student), and both people find the sex thrilling and delightful. Ultimately, over time, the student feels betrayed or punished for their wholeheartedness, intimacy, trust, and spiritual aspiration. Usually, their faith and trust in the teacher are broken. Often they become less able to trust other spiritual teachers or leaders. In some cases, they may also struggle to trust their spiritual tradition, or all traditions, or potential romantic partners. Their trust in themselves may be damaged as well. They may think, Look what I got myself into. I don’t know how to choose a teacher. And look how far astray I went. I have no ability to follow a spiritual path. Maybe I should just give up on this spiritual stuff.


Typically, this betrayal is not limited to the individual student, but is felt throughout the entire spiritual community. Though the misconduct may have been very specific, it tends to create a ripple effect that does wide-ranging and long-term damage.

To get a sense of this, imagine for a moment that you have agreed to open-heart surgery to repair a faulty heart valve. You trust the surgeon, who seems like a compassionate and capable man who will practice his art as well as he can, and who will act in your best interests at all times.

Now imagine that when you awaken from your surgery, you see   your longtime partner and two of your siblings standing nearby, all in tears. “Am I dying?” you ask. Your partner takes your hand and says grimly, “No. Your valve’s fine. But while you were under the anesthetic, the surgeon had sex with you—twice.”

Now ask yourself how much you will trust surgeons, and medical professionals in general, over the next few months. Then consider how much your partner and your family will trust these professionals in the future.

Similar damage can be done when a spiritual teacher asks or encourages a student to have sex with him—even if the student says no and the teacher immediately backs off. In attempting to change his role from teacher to lover—or from teacher to lover and teacher—he violates a personal boundary. For some students, this may be no big deal; the old boundaries and relationship can be quickly restored, and little or no harm is done. But others may feel that, simply by making the overture, the spiritual teacher has violated a near-sacred trust.

Let’s return to the example of our wayward heart surgeon for a moment. Imagine that you’re near the end of your first meeting with him, and he concludes by saying, “You’re all set. You’re scheduled for surgery for Tuesday morning. Here’s a booklet that will outline what you can expect after the surgery, and how you can most quickly heal. Before you go, though—I think you are totally hot. Want to do it on the examining table?”

We students expect our spiritual teachers to always act in our best interests, and to put those interests before their own gratification. Unsurprisingly, then, when teachers fail to fulfill this expectation, we naturally trust them less, and become less willing to be honest and vulnerable in their presence.




 Spiritual Teachers vs. Ordinary Clergy 

Now let’s look at the second question: How are the ethical issues surrounding spiritual teachers’ sexual misdeeds different from those of sexual misconduct by ordinary clergy?

There are two essential distinctions here. First, for spiritual teachers, the temptations to transgress are far stronger and more varied. (We’ll explore the nature of these temptations in later chapters.) Second, when spiritual teachers do lose their way, the emotional wounds they can inflict are potentially far greater. Once again the reasons for this are the especially large power differential between teacher and student, the great personal trust typically invested by students in their teachers, and the spiritual and emotional intimacy that arises in such relationships.

Furthermore, in a teacher-student relationship, the student usually chooses the teacher not because of the teacher’s institutional role, but because of the energy, compassion, openness, and/or spiritual wisdom that the student sees (or believes) that the teacher possesses. The student thus expects a great deal more from a spiritual teacher than the mere fulfillment of a religious role. In this way the teacher-student relationship closely mirrors that of therapist and client. Any boundary violation by a spiritual teacher is therefore felt especially deeply, and often does great emotional damage.

Compare this with the relationships between most spiritual leaders and their congregants. Typically, these clergy marry and bury, lead services and rituals, and sometimes counsel individuals, couples, and families. Most of their congregants see them primarily in roles that are institutional and ceremonial rather than personal. In most cases, too, these clergy provide little or no one-to-one spiritual guidance to their congregants. While their relationships with congregants tend to be warm, they are rarely spiritually intimate. Furthermore, when such a spiritual leader leaves one congregation to lead another, most congregants stay with their community rather than follow the cleric to their new institutional home.

This distinction between spiritual teacher and common clergy is not about formal title, since many clergy in all religious traditions are also spiritual teachers, and vice versa. Rather, it is about the essential nature of the relationship.

This book does not look at ordinary clergy who sexually lose their way—not because such investigations aren’t necessary, but  because many excellent ones have already been published.7 Two other distinctions are worth noting here. As we will see in the next chapter, we students often let spiritual teachers get away with behavior we would never accept from ordinary clergy, let alone from our doctors, professors, piano-tuners, or dry cleaners. All too often, we also accept outrageous excuses from wayward spiritual teachers for their behavior—excuses that we would find laughably lame coming from anyone else.




 A Notable Exception 

In theory, it is possible for a wise and compassionate teacher and an emotionally healthy student to fall deeply in love with each other; to manage, from the beginning of the relationship, to be equal partners in love while maintaining a healthy teacher-student relationship; and to live more or less happily in this way for the rest of their lives.

In practice, however, such an arrangement appears to be all but impossible.8 I would bet against it every time, though I stop just short of suggesting that it has never occurred and never can.

Nevertheless, because the odds against its success are so steep—and the likelihood of at least one person coming to emotional harm are so strong—many spiritual communities wisely forbid it.

What is possible, and not terribly uncommon, is a loving partnership that forms between two mindful and loving adults, one of whom later becomes the other’s spiritual teacher. This can be entirely wholesome, because there is no inherent power differential or role confusion; when the student-teacher relationship develops later on, it does not replace the loving romantic partnership, but is instead developed beside or astride it, at least in the best such cases.

These relationships can evolve in two ways. In some cases, one member of a couple starts out as student or disciple or “ordinary” cleric, and, over time, moves into a teaching role, after which their partner signs on as their student. In others, a spiritual teacher meets, courts, and becomes the partner of someone who has a different teacher, or no teacher at all; over time, after a loving, equal relationship has been established, the partner becomes their student as well.

Indeed, it is often a pleasure to be in the presence of such couples, especially those who have been together for many years, because the spiritual teacher is usually cut absolutely no domestic slack. (“Sugar Pie, I don’t care if you were up all night planning a weeklong retreat; that was your choice, and it’s still your turn to do the dishes.”) Also, the teacher’s partner knows every one of their warts, weaknesses, and limitations, and thus helps them stay humble. (“Hon, you know what would make me really happy right now? If you put the toolbox away and called the appliance-repair people. Remember what happened when you tried to repair the lawn mower?”)

Such dual-role relationships are not easy to maintain, and they require a great deal of love, patience, respect, and skill. But they can and do sometimes work, and when they do they are often models of loving conduct.




 What Does It Mean to Be a Student? 

It’s also important to acknowledge that what I call a student-teacher relationship can differ dramatically from tradition to tradition, from teacher to teacher, and even from student to student.

Often two people will formally declare their teacher-student relationship in a ceremony, or via an exchange of letters or emails, or in a conversation. In these cases, each person makes a commitment to the other, and in the process creates a strong spiritual bond and a good deal of spiritual intimacy. Students in these relationships can be deeply harmed if their teachers break the boundaries of those relationships—and the stronger the bond, the more potential damage can be done.

However, not every student-teacher relationship is formally declared or spiritually intimate. Near the other end of the continuum of intimacy are those student-teacher relationships that are much more informal and much less clearly defined. There may be no vows, no formal or implicit agreement, and no commitments made by one person to the other.

At the far end of this continuum are “relationships” that may not qualify as relationships at all. If you occasionally attend talks by Sister Joan Chittister, are you her student or not? What if you also read her books? If you take part in a retreat led by Sufi teacher Kabir Helminski and you stay interested in him and his work, does that make you his student?

Consider the example of a writer and speaker I know. Although he is formally authorized as a Zen teacher, he doesn’t accept students at all. In fact, as of this writing, he doesn’t call himself a spiritual teacher, and encourages people not to think of him as such.

For several years, this fellow led meditation and discussions on Saturday mornings, as well as half-day retreats every month or two, at an ecumenical center in California. He answered questions, but otherwise didn’t work one-to-one with people. He says, “Anyone who wanted to come was welcome. Did that make them my students? When someone asks to formally become my student, I  say no.” As with most things in life, there are (and always will be) grey areas here—and during those years this man arguably hung out in Greyville.

The point here is not to figure out where to draw the line, or to try to make Greyville smaller or less grey. Indeed, such efforts inevitably fail—and they’re sometimes priggish and intrusive, too. Instead, we simply need to keep in mind two essential principles: first, a teacher’s obligation is always to act in the student’s best interests; and, second, the closer the student-teacher relationship, the greater the potential for harm when a teacher’s sexual intentions enter it.




 Spiritual Non-Teachers 

It’s also important to distinguish spiritual teachers from two other categories of folks who publicly offer spiritual insight.

The first such group is spiritual writers and speakers who neither teach in any formal way nor work one-on-one with people—Karen Armstrong and Harold Kushner, for instance. Typically, such people make frequent public appearances, mostly or entirely before large groups. Such speakers or writers show up, make their presentation or lead their workshop, and leave. There is no building of individual relationships and no one-to-one spiritual intimacy (except, perhaps, for a few moments during a questionand-answer session).

Any one of these folks may be celibate, lovingly monogamous, adulterous, or wildly promiscuous. They may also be deeply aware, very deluded, or both. Some of them (through not Armstrong or Kushner) try to use their fame, eloquence, or cleverness to lure others into bed. While I don’t condone this, especially when the speaker or writer violates a vow of celibacy or monogamy, we need to acknowledge this as garden-variety seduction. The most essential features of the teacher-student relationship—one person’s immense faith and trust in the other, and the great power differential between the two—don’t come into play very much. If a lecturer  with great spiritual insight comes on to you, you and they are more-or-less equal adults. You might admire them immensely, and you might also find them very, very hot. Still, you have the power to choose how you’ll respond, just as you would with any other attractive person who puts the moves on you. After all, no deep trust or great spiritual intimacy has been established between the two of you.
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Rabbi Rami Shapiro, author of
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