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FOREWORD

TINA SCHERMER SELLERS, PHD

There are times when an idea has been around for so long

we fail to see it clearly or question its validity. Such is the

idea that sex is shame filled. How could that which creates

life—our very heartbeat, the shared experience of plea-

sure, family, community, love, life on this planet, and all

the possibility of the human experience—be fundamen-

tally shame filled? And yet the deep-seated assumption

that sex is shameful continues to create our knee-jerk

responses. Why has this belief had such durability? Why

has it had us in its grip for so long and continued to rob

us of joy?

The answers are simultaneously simple and complex.

We could talk about the mind-body split of the early

philosophers, who developed the dualistic idea that the

mind is eternal while the body is just a temporal and fad-

ing part of us. We could talk about Constantine’s church

leaders, who adopted the mind-body split and taught that

the body is evil and will cause you to turn away from God.

We could talk about our more recent Victorian ances-

tors, who spread their sexual repression and obsession to

America, teaching that sex for anything but procreation
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is impure and evil. Or we could talk about the origins of

the Purity Movement in the 1980s and early 1990s, when

it was no longer good enough to save yourself for mar-

riage, and in addition to being taught physical restraint,

youth were told to keep themselves pure in all thought, all

desire, and all action until the day of heterosexual mat-

rimony. Of course, if we wanted to take an even closer

look at each of these moments in history, we could find

the corrupt stories of power and control, men and money,

and the forces of manipulation at work behind each of

these scenes. But suffice it to say, the loaded message that

came down from person to person, generation to gener-

ation, parent to child is this: Any body-curiosity or plea-

sure desire having to do with genitals (yours or anyone

else’s) is bad, dirty, and perverted. Curiosity or attraction

toward anyone other than someone of the opposite sex,

or an experience of gender identity other than that which

matches the genitals “assigned to you at birth”—that also

is bad, dirty, and perverted.

For two thousand years, this body- and sex-shaming

religious culture has primarily privileged those who are

white, wealthy, straight, cisgendered, able-bodied, and

male. These are and have been the people for whom all

doors of leadership are wide open. These have been the

decision makers.

As our country has become more diverse, however, and

an appreciation for this diversity has grown, more and

more people desire to have their churches be representa-

tive of the people and communities in their lives. Over the

years, as the church has failed to recognize and respond

to the desires and needs of its people, the costs have

mounted:

• Currently congregants, especially those under

forty, are leaving the organized Western church in

droves in search of a more authentic experience
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of faith and worship rooted in love, justice, and

diversity. They speak of a genuine hunger for the

reunion of spirituality and sexuality, a hunger still

being insufficiently addressed by most theologies

of white-dominant Western churches. This silence

and ignorance breed profound sexual shame and

suffering, impacting core identity, attachment, and

happiness. Many people—men, women, and queer

alike—are seeking to heal from sexual shame and

to experience the gift of sexual and spiritual abun-

dance they believe God created them to know.

• Sexual abuse and sexual violence are rampant in

the United States (one in three girls and one in five

boys will experience sexual violence), with 90 per-

cent of the perpetrators being boys/men in power

over those with lesser power. America also has one

of the highest teen pregnancy and STI rates of the

top fifty industrialized countries. The church has,

in large part, failed to provide age-appropriate sex

education across the life cycle to equip children,

adolescents, young adults, and parents who are

desperate for this knowledge. This has left congre-

gants ignorant and vulnerable, without the skills to

spot potential danger signs and disempowered in

making sexual-health decisions in line with their

faith values. I believe the church can speak out

about sexual violence; support victims; teach con-

sent and sexuality education; teach sexual respon-

sibility, sexual self-control, and self-discipline to

boys (not making girls responsible for boys’ sexual

behavior); and swiftly support the punishment of

sexual perpetrators.

• The eligibility of church members for leadership

and ordination without regard to sexual orienta-

tion or gender identity continues to be a topic of
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profound divisiveness and oppression in the

church, causing immeasurable pain for LGBTQ+

individuals and their family members and robbing

congregations of the spiritual gifts and talents

these individuals have to bring to their communi-

ties.

The desire for a shame-less, liberated, love- and justice-

filled experience of worship and service is completely

transforming churches across the country. It is time to

flip the script and begin to talk about what we can do

to create a shame-free, life-giving, grace-filled culture

where we can live the life we were created to live—an

abundant life of connection and pleasure.

I was recently reading Stella Resnik’s book Body-to-

Body Intimacy, trying to answer the question “How, phys-

iologically, are we hardwired for connection and

pleasure?” Resnik shares Harry Harlow’s experiments

with monkeys deprived of sex play in their youth. When

the young monkeys did not have access to sex play with

their peers, they were unable to engage in sexual activity

as adult monkeys, because they could not read the mating

signals of the partnering monkeys. Now, I realize we are

not monkeys, and though we would never subject

humans to such experiments, I see the effects of such

deprivations in my office all the time!

We know that the right brain of an infant is active to

all the senses (touch, sound, taste, hearing, sight) from

birth and is taking in emotional information from their

caregiver. This connection and pleasure/pain center is

forming what will become the emotional foundation for

that adult—for better or worse. The left brain (logic) does

not become active until language develops at eighteen to

twenty-four months. We know from psychobiologist Jaak

Pansksepp’s research that all forms of childhood play that

are free, creative, fun, exploratory, relational, and senso-
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rimotor have an effect on a child’s ability to think cre-

atively, solve problems, learn social skills (sex is social),

increase physical fitness, and many other positive out-

comes. Conversely, many of the couples and individuals

presenting clinically with intimacy and sexual issues can

recall early experiences of “being caught” or punished for

masturbating or “playing doctor” with a playmate and

still feel profound shame. This shame is almost always at

the heart of their attachment and sexual problems—low

desire, sexual secrecy, betrayal, ignorance (lack of knowl-

edge), out-of-control sexual behavior, and sexual dys-

function. Clearly, failing to promote healthy sexuality as

part of normal human development is negatively impact-

ing our overall well-being, self-esteem, human attach-

ment, and sexual experience.

On a basic level, human beings are hardwired for con-

nection and pleasure (and averse to isolation and rejec-

tion) from the moment we leave the womb. A mountain

of research has been done in the field of positive psy-

chology to show that when we feel joy, contentment, and

pleasure, we are more likely to expand our thinking, be

creative, be playful, connect with others, and reach our

goals. The opposite is true when we feel negative emo-

tions, shame being one of them. When we experience

shame from our parents, the church, or the society at

large, we find our thoughts narrowed, our stress hor-

mones raised, and even our ability to fight disease dimin-

ished. Fundamentally, when we feel sexual shame, we feel

unworthy of love and belonging from those we love and

from God. We are profoundly isolated, and we believe we

deserve it. To put it simply, shame hurts, and pleasure

heals.

If you have been steeped in purity culture or remnants

of the Protestant work ethic (or in my case, Scandinavian

stoicism), reading “Pleasure heals” may sound somehow
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extravagant, indulgent, wasteful, or excessive. However, it

is absolutely true. We know it intuitively when we look in

the eyes of children. But somehow, we lose this aware-

ness as we grow into adulthood. We have to overcome a

deep socialization—one that tells us that we don’t mat-

ter, that pleasure doesn’t matter, that joy doesn’t matter,

that rest and self-care don’t matter, that taking care of

each other doesn’t matter, that children separated from

their parents don’t matter, that working eighty hours a

week doesn’t matter, that being too busy to plan play time

with our partner doesn’t matter, that sleep doesn’t matter,

that nutritious food doesn’t matter, that good sex doesn’t

matter, that black lives don’t matter, that LGBTQ+ lives

don’t matter, that people being poor doesn’t matter, that

women don’t matter. We have been defining love by

obligation, by holidays, behind closed doors, by fantasy

and social media, by products tied up in plastic that we

pile up and throw away, by what you can do for me.

We are all going to die of loneliness and depression if

we keep “loving” from this fake place instead of our heart.

Prioritizing deep pleasure and connection—love for our-

selves and love for each other—is an act of political and

spiritual resistance. It is an act of standing up to reli-

gious and sexual shame and claiming God’s profound and

relentless love. Living out this love becomes an act of rad-

ical justice. It’s not enough to simply name it; we need to

fight for the kind of culture we want and for the kind of

church we want.

So, what does this mean? What does a culture of plea-

sure, connection, and justice look like moving forward?

How do we put skin on it? It looks like speaking up. It is

not enough to simply name what we want (a shame-free,

sexually just future for ourselves and the generations to

come); we now have to fight for it, to demand it. Plea-

sure and connection are what our bodies, our human sys-

xiv MATTHIAS ROBERTS



tems, are created for, what ignites a natural gratitude and

humility, the joy and celebration of being a miraculous

creation of a loving God. This is the place where body,

mind, emotions, and spirit can commune in the holy of

holies of God’s love. I would argue, as the author of the

book in your hands would, that there is no sexual or spir-

itual health without justice. As Jesus himself said, “I came

that they may have life and may have it abundantly” (John

10:10).

Tina Schermer Sellers, PhD

Author of Sex, God, and the Conservative Church:

Erasing Shame from Sexual Intimacy
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INTRODUCTION: DON’T LOOK! SEX,

SHAME, AND FAITH

“Cover your eyes, Matt!”

My mom’s voice is etched in my memory, prompting

an almost automatic response any time I see a Victoria’s

Secret ad. And I don’t even like girls.

That’s the first thing I remember learning about sex,

“Cover your eyes!” A kiss on TV, a billboard for a sex

shop, the Rockettes—as a little boy, I would squeeze my

eyes tight, turning my head away, wanting to make sure

my mom knew I wasn’t looking. Sometimes I would catch

her glancing at my dad, making sure he was looking away,

too. He wasn’t.

I knew from an early age that we should not look at

such things. Bodies, flesh, and nakedness—all those were

off limits. Dirty. As if even looking at them would some-

how make us dirty, too. As if squeezing my eyes tight

would delay my inevitable sexual development and my

“purity” would remain intact. I’m not sure if my sisters

were given the same instruction when shirtless dudes

came on TV—I certainly didn’t look away—but my par-

ents told them other things. Instead of covering their

eyes, they had to cover their bodies. They were given

instructions on how to cover themselves to keep their

brothers in Christ from stumbling, as if it were all my sis-

ters’ responsibility.
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How can a young man keep his way pure? By requiring

every woman around him to wear a flour sack. “I think

girls in long dresses are hotter,” a guy in my youth group

said. “It leaves more to the imagination.” I nodded along,

as if I knew what he was talking about.

One of the most recognizable markers of shame is

turning away: covering your eyes, turning your face, say-

ing to the world, “I don’t want you to look at me, and I

don’t want to look at you.” Here’s a fundamental truth:

shame makes us turn away. When we feel its flush, we

automatically look down, or to the nearest exit, or any-

where but toward its source. We seek to cover ourselves

and put as much distance as possible between the shame

and us, especially if we’re in the presence of other people.

I was taught to have these same reactions when a woman

wearing a swimsuit appeared on a billboard.

Years later, I realized how troubling it was that I was

taught to respond to seeing a woman’s body in a way that

mimics the classic expression of shame. It wasn’t a nat-

ural response. I remember being confused and sometimes

yelling back at my mom, “Why?!” It made no sense to me

that I shouldn’t look at people’s bodies, but the aversion

of my eyes gradually became involuntary.

By the time I started sneaking off to the men’s under-

wear aisle in Walmart, a shame response was already

ingrained in me. I would keep my eyes down on the way

there, not even glancing at the bras, imagining that if I

were to make eye contact with a woman shopping in that

section, she’d loudly scold, just like my mom: “Don’t look!

Close your eyes!” But when I reached the men’s section,

I’d slowly bring my eyes up and stare at all the models

with curiosity and desire.

One day when I was around eleven years old, studying

the man on a five-pack of Fruit of the Loom boxer briefs,

it clicked: this is what other guys feel for women. This
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is why I wasn’t supposed to look at them. These feelings,

the beginnings of my conscious sexuality, were emerging,

and I knew this was what my parents were trying to teach

me how to control. I felt dirty—doubly so because on the

heels of that realization, I recognized I wasn’t even feeling

the right kind of dirty feelings. Instead of directing my

curiosity and longing toward women as I was supposed

to, everything was focused on guys.

I began to avert my eyes from men’s bodies too, but

I found it to be much more difficult. I kept sneaking

glances, returning for a longing look that I’m sure my

mom caught a time or two. In the aisles of T-shirts and

boxers, I began to go to war with my body.

SEXUALITY AND SHAME

With all the attention shame has gotten in the past decade,

it doesn’t take a shame expert to draw connections

between sex, sexuality, and shame. We know it deeply, in

our bodies. Even for people who grew up in more sex-

positive homes than mine, or who have done incredible

amounts of work around their sexuality and sex lives, the

connection is hard to escape. Wherever there is sex, there

seems to be shame.

Sometimes sexual shame is overt. Think, for example,

of people who grew up saving sex for marriage only to

be overwhelmed on their wedding night by debilitating

shame, preventing all the parts from working right.

Sometimes, the shame is more subtle. I had a professor

once who described the bedroom as the “noisiest place in

the house.”1 All the voices of who we are and who we are

not, the voices of people we’ve slept with in the past, our

parents, the bullies on the playground, and the random

guy who shouted that one thing on the street the other

day—they all try to take up space the moment we hit the
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bed. Sometimes we’re good at ignoring those voices, and

sometimes we aren’t.

Sex and shame have been linked to one another in psy-

chological literature since the beginning of psychology;

they’re inseparable. With the profound beauty and good-

ness of sexual relationships comes the potential for shame

to hijack that beauty and goodness, as if it’s part of our

human nature.

Many of us can navigate our sexual shame reasonably

well. Our defense mechanisms are sufficient to keep

shame from becoming debilitating, and we proceed as

usual, hardly even noticing it. But our sexuality and our

sex lives are a microcosm of the rest of our lives. What

shows up in our daily lives will show up in the bedroom,

and vice versa. And wherever shame is unrecognized, it’s

because we’ve constructed some barriers to keep our-

selves from feeling it.

We need to learn how to recognize shame and bring it

into the light. As that happens, we’re able to untangle our-

selves from the effects of shame, leading not only to bet-

ter sex lives, but also to better lives in general.

DEFINING SEX AND SEXUALITY

Let’s begin by defining what I mean when I talk about sex

and sexuality. First, I believe that sexuality exists at the

very core of who we are. It is an inescapable part of our

identity. Christian orthodoxy has long recognized that

we cannot split sexuality off from who we are as people,

even though modern Christians often try to separate sex-

ual orientation—particularly sexual orientations that fall

outside of norms—and claim it can be isolated from the

rest of our sexuality. Make no mistake about it: our sexu-

ality is an essential part of us, including those who iden-

tify as bisexual, lesbian, queer, and gay.2

Sex and sexuality are not synonyms. When I refer to
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sex, I’m talking about a physical act, defined as broadly or

narrowly as you like. In no part of this book will I attempt

to define what physical sex is and isn’t. Too many peo-

ple have already done that while trying to regulate others’

behavior, which has resulted in considerable damage. I’m

not interested in drawing those kinds of lines.

Sexuality, however, is broader. It is what gives birth

to the physicality of sex and comprises a vast number

of elements, including but not limited to our sexual and

romantic orientations. I know this description is vague,

and that is both beneficial and frustrating. These distinc-

tions will become more evident as we work with them

in the chapters that follow. My goal throughout is not to

say this is what sex and sexuality are and aren’t. I’m offer-

ing a framework that will function regardless of how you

define these terms for yourself.

The distinction between sex and sexuality will be

familiar to people who have spent any time in conversa-

tions about sexuality in Christian churches. We see this

distinction in Scripture, especially in Jesus’s Sermon on

the Mount in Matthew 5, where Jesus acknowledges both

our internal sexual worlds and our external actions. Some

Christians have used this distinction to make the argu-

ment that your sexuality itself isn’t sinful, but sex and any

kind of sexual thoughts are. In this way, faith commu-

nities have weaponized these definitions, both in shap-

ing purity culture and in attacking LGBTQ people. The

distinction between sex and sexuality has been used to

enforce celibacy and to regulate who can and cannot have

sex, and in what contexts.

I want to be clear up front: In exploring the ideas and

practices around shame in this book, I have no interest

in policing sex or sexuality, because I know how deeply

harmful that can be. What I am doing is offering loose

definitions of sex and sexuality that will serve us in the
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discussion going forward, and I take an expansive and

inclusive view. Sex is an outflowing of sexuality that is

connected to an event, and sexuality is a broad and flow-

ing energy linked to our emotional, physical, intellectual,

and spiritual identities.

I write most often in this book about people who expe-

rience sexual desire, but I want to note that one’s lack of

sexual or romantic desire can also fill this identity-

construing space. For our asexual and aromantic siblings,

a lack of sexual and/or romantic drive is just as signifi-

cant in terms of defining identity as sexual desire is for

those of us who experience it. Too often when we argue

that sexuality exists at the core of our personhood, our

language excludes an entire group of people who don’t

experience sexuality or romantic connections. The

implicit assumption is that those who don’t experience

these things or who experience these things differently

than we do don’t have personhood. This is not the case.

We can learn much about personhood and relationship

from our siblings who move through the world differ-

ently than the majority.

DEFINING SHAME

Shame is a buzzword these days, thanks to the work that

researcher and storyteller Brené Brown has done to bring

it into the cultural spotlight. My therapy colleagues and

I talk about shame a lot, but I notice it come up in con-

versations among non-therapists all over the place when

I travel. Just as discussions about shame seem to be every-

where, shame itself is everywhere.

Brené Brown makes a distinction between shame and

guilt,3 which is a helpful way to get to a working defin-

ition of shame. When we do something we’re not proud

of, the voice of guilt says, “I did something wrong/bad/I’m
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not proud of,” but the voice of shame says, “I am some-

thing wrong/bad/I’m not proud of.”

Voices of shame construe identity; they tell us stories

about who we are as people, who we are at our core.

They’re the voices that make us want to hide and turn

away. They make us want to disconnect from the world,

and they scare us into thinking we’re not worthy of con-

nection anyway. They tell us we are too much and not

enough, often both at the same time. Our shame voices

tap into our fears and the sense of powerlessness they

bring. They say, “This is the way things will always be”;

“I’m not strong enough to be able to change this”; and “I

can’t stop this from happening.”

Several years ago, I was scrolling through my Insta-

gram feed and stumbled across a photo an ex posted with

a new significant other, posing in front of a sign that said

“Love” (or something just as nauseating). I was still feel-

ing the sting of heartbreak and was caught off guard to

see that they had moved on so quickly. Immediately, I

began to notice biological responses: my face flushed, my

heart started beating faster, my vision blurred and tun-

neled, and my chest constricted. As I stared at that photo,

shocked, my shame voices went to work, and my body

was working, too. I suddenly felt powerless next to this

new guy. I felt in my bones there was something funda-

mentally wrong with me. There was something this guy

had that I didn’t. He was loved; I was not. In that moment,

I felt I would never be loved.

Our shame voices get all jumbled up and mixed with

biological responses, creating so much discomfort that

we’ll do almost anything to escape them. We turn to our

favorite numbing activities: food, alcohol, sex. In this way,

shame is also anticipatory—we anticipate feeling shame

and often adjust our behaviors to avoid experiencing that

shame. Where guilt produces a desire to restore some-
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thing that has gone wrong, shame makes us want to run

away and hide.

The voice of shame also tends to be a bit dramatic. It

takes things to extremes. When I’m in bed, eating a pizza

because I’ve had a hard week, the voice of shame tells me

that I’m a disgusting slob. While there’s certainly noth-

ing wrong with eating an entire pizza in bed (other than

waking up in the middle of the night with pizza sweats),

shame turns that single behavior into a whole narrative

about who I am.

Our shame voices sometimes come from inside us and

sometimes from others. Often they sound a lot like our

parents, and they always result in a bodily response. It can

be subtle or overt, but shame always involves our entire

bodies, making us feel small and powerless in its grasp.

It’s a neuro-affective response, which means it involves

our minds (our neurology), our physical bodies, and our

emotions (which make up our affect). We can’t define

shame neatly as thought process or physical feeling or

emotion; it’s all those things at once. And we are likely to

do anything to get away from that feeling.

Shame is most easily recognizable when it’s a loud,

overly dramatic voice. But it also shows up in much

smaller ways we don’t quickly recognize. It’s present in

the shoulds and shouldn’ts in our lives, those times we

drive by a billboard and think, “I should look like that,” or

when we suddenly remember the time we said that one

thing to that one person and feel the warm flush of “I’m

such an idiot.” Shame is everywhere and shows up in our

lives regularly.

The things we do to avoid the sense of shame are our

coping mechanisms, or our best attempts to work with all

the complicated emotions and thoughts that shame

brings up. Sometimes we mistake our coping mecha-

8 MATTHIAS ROBERTS



nisms for healthy functioning, and that’s when things get

tricky, especially when it comes to sexuality.

Several years ago, I attended a lecture series by a shame

researcher named Curt Thompson, who told us about

keeping a shame journal in which he makes a little tally

mark every single time he notices himself feeling shame. I

decided to try this, too, and spent the next few days con-

stantly pulling out my phone to mark down every time I

felt shame. Over a day, I noticed subtle shame hundreds

of times, so often that it felt impractical for me to keep the

practice going for more than a couple of days.

Dr. Thompson created a shame journal because one of

the first steps in fighting shame is to practice recogniz-

ing it. Making a single quick mark interrupts the neu-

ropathways just enough for other parts of ourselves to

come online. Ultimately, a journal is a very good starting

point, but as this book will demonstrate, shame fighting

cannot happen without the presence of other people. We

simply can’t fight shame alone. For Dr. Thompson and

for me, making a tally mark every time we feel shame is

an embodied way to practice recognition—a way to begin

stopping shame in its tracks.

I’m not suggesting that we all go out and keep shame

journals, although it’s a practice I often recommend to

my clients. More importantly, I am making the point that

shame is pervasive. It follows us everywhere we go and

shows up more often than we’re usually aware. Like all

emotions, shame exists on a physical level, and we feel it

before our brains even recognize it.

Modern neuroscience confirms that our brains are

organized around emotion and not the other way around;

we feel things before we think them. Any attempt to con-

trol emotions through our cognitive abilities is a futile

battle, and it would serve us better to become more aware

of our bodies and the emotions that drive us, instead of
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actively trying to change them. At the end of the book,

I’ve listed some resources that offer a deep dive into the

science behind all this. For our purposes, it’s enough to

know that by the time we’ve noticed shame, it has already

occurred in our bodies.

WHY A BOOK ABOUT SEXUAL SHAME?

This brings me to why I’ve written this book. All shame is

insidious, but I believe that sexual shame holds a special

significance. Shame targets the very core of who we are,

and the ways we experience sexuality also exist in those

core places. This is why sexual shame can feel so debilitat-

ing and how it can have such far-reaching effects in our

lives.

If we’re told that the ways we are wired to experience

love and connection and belonging are wrong, that belief

has an impact on all the most important areas of our lives.

If we’re taught from an early age that sex is bad, then we

believe our sexual drives must be bad, too. If our sex-

ual drives are bad, and if we find that we can’t control

them (we can’t), then there must be something fundamen-

tally wrong with us. Shame runs freely in these spaces. We

begin to split ourselves off, finding ways to manage both

our sexual drives and the shame that comes with expe-

riencing them. Things get incredibly unhealthy quickly.

Sexual shame ruins us.

I wrote this book because I believe it’s important to

move beyond shame to a healthier, more life-affirming

view of sex and sexuality, especially in our faith commu-

nities. Sexuality is tied intimately to who we are as peo-

ple, and it influences almost every single aspect of our

lives. If shame can establish a stronghold within our sex-

uality, it can do a pretty good job of mucking up our lives.

Shame thrives in secrecy, and since many faith commu-

nities shun discussions of sexuality except in quiet spaces
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behind closed doors, sexual shame has been able to grow

exponentially in the lives of many people I know.

In our faith communities, more and more people are

waking up to the harms of purity culture, and many of us

suffer from overwhelming shame around our sex lives or

lack of sex lives. We don’t know what we’re doing, and we

feel shame about that. Or we do know what we’re doing,

and we’ve been told that because we have sexual experi-

ence, no one will love us, and we feel shame about that.

We feel shame about the people we’re attracted to and

when. We feel shame day in and day out, and it seems no

one is talking about it, leaving us all alone to try to figure

things out.

Perhaps most deeply troubling to me is the fact that

so many of us don’t know what we believe about sex.

We’ve probably been told that having sex before marriage

will literally ruin our lives, yet many of us, after having

sex with someone, wake up wondering, “What was so

wrong about that?” We believe that we should feel shame

at moments when we don’t. And we suspect that maybe

we shouldn’t feel shame when we do. This book is for all

of us.

I’ve spent the past five years talking to people about

sex and sexuality, and I’ve found some common themes.

Many of us believe that there is a healthy way to express

our sexuality. We can also see that there are unhealthy

ways, some of which we may have experienced. But we’re

deeply uncomfortable with the moralistic categories that

our faith communities often use to define sex. Too many

people have tried to regulate our sexuality and sex lives

with categories of “sin,” yet we can’t quite shake the feel-

ing that there’s something about sex that is, at the very

least, worth thinking about deeply.

I see many clients and friends who feel they have to fig-

ure things out all by themselves because they don’t know
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where to turn. The truth is that people get weird during

conversations about sex. We feel so much shame, and we

don’t know what to do with it.

This book is a place you can bring your shame, and we

can think about it together.

When it comes to dealing with sexual shame, I’ve

observed three main ways we attempt to work with it. As

I discuss in part 1, we (1) let it rule our lives as shameful-

ness;4 (2) completely ignore it, trying to live in shameless-

ness; or (3) just kind of stumble along somewhere in the

middle, on autopilot. Most of us flow among these three

responses. Like gender and sexual orientation, our shame

responses are fluid. You’ll probably recognize yourself in

each of those chapters, but these responses aren’t meant

to serve as ways to “type” ourselves, even though most of

us tend to fall into one category most of the time.

The chapters in part 2 look closely at the lies we tell

ourselves and the lies the larger society—including the

church—tells us about sex and sexuality. We’ll look at

scripture, gender hierarchy, queer sexuality, and many of

the things we were taught as we grew up in Christian and

US culture. Regardless of what we now think of Chris-

tianity and the Bible, many of these lies inform the par-

ticular shape our sexual shame takes. For us to work with

our shame, we must wrestle with what we were taught.

And in part 3, I examine the paradoxes at the heart

of understanding sex and sexuality so that we can move

beyond shame. Much of our shame comes from

approaching sex and sexuality as if they’re black-and-

white concepts. They’re not. We’re going to dive into the

reality that sexuality is filled with paradoxes. As we grasp

these paradoxes, they have an impact on how we navigate

these complicated waters and provide a path forward.

When we become more familiar with the shape our

sexual shame takes, we’re able to recognize better what
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parts of ourselves we’ve constructed in response to

shame. Then, as we work and heal those parts, we can be

guided by our values instead of being controlled by our

shame. This allows us to experience freedom; it enables

us to live our lives and move through the complex world

that is sex and sexuality.

I don’t pretend to know what your values are, and my

goal in these pages is not to try to impose values; that’s

your work to do. As you make your way through this

book, you might find it helpful to talk to someone—a

trusted mentor or friend, a therapist, or your jour-

nal—about the feelings that are coming up for you.

Ultimately, what we’re moving toward is a life lived

abundantly beyond shame. Instead of covering our eyes

and hiding from everything sexual, we will learn to stop

turning away from our bodies, our sexuality, and our feel-

ings, and turn toward knowing ourselves and finding

freedom. I hope that by doing this work, we can come

closer to embracing the abundant life Jesus came to give

us—not a life defined by rules and moralistic require-

ments, but a life that is genuinely life-giving.
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Notes

1. This professor is Dr. Dan Allender, a brilliant therapist who

has spent his life working with sexual shame, among other

things.

2. You may notice here the absence of transgender people

from the common “LGBTQ” grouping. This is because I’m

specifically talking about sexuality, not gender identity.

While many of the concepts in this book may apply to

transgender folxs, it’s important to distinguish sexual iden-

tity from gender identity. They are two different things, and

we can’t always group them together.

3. Brené Brown, “Listening to Shame,” filmed March 2012 in

Long Beach, CA, TED video, 20:31, https://tinyurl.com/

ngtbqqp.

4. I also owe the genesis of my thinking around these first two

categories—shaming vs. shamelessness—to Dr. Dan Allen-

der. While I’ve introduced my own nuance and research

into these categories, which depart from Allender’s work,

the original naming of these categories comes from him. To

hear a brief discussion of these categories (outside of the

realm of sexuality) from Allender’s perspective, see Dan

Allender and Rachael Clinton, “Authenticity and Humility:

The Binds of Leadership, Part 3,” The Allender Center Podcast,

July 2, 2016, https://tinyurl.com/y5er86vu.
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PART I.

HOW WE COPE WITH SEX

AND SHAME





CHAPTER 1.

SHAMEFULNESS

Many of us who grew up in conservative faith communi-

ties were surrounded by sexual shame from the start. We

grew up in homes with parents who were afraid to talk

about sex or who made any conversations about sex super

awkward. We were taught to “bounce our eyes” or to wear

below-the-knee skirts. For those of us who grew up in

what we now call purity culture, sex was always shrouded

in mystery, described only as something reserved for

marriage. Maybe we were given a couple of books about

growing up and managing our changing bodies, or maybe

our parents sat us down for “the talk,” but sex was gener-

ally an off-limits topic. So our own sexuality became off-

limits, too. Or maybe not.

Shame can manifest in vastly different ways, depending

on how we’re coping. Some of us cut ourselves off from

sex and sexuality completely: “I’m not going to experience

anything sexual until I’m married.” Others engage in sex-

ual expression, but in secret, leading a double life. What

unites these seemingly opposite ends of the spectrum is a

consistent pattern of secrecy and avoidance. When every-

thing that even has a hint of sexuality is met with feelings

of shame, those of us who are in this space avoid those

feelings until we can’t avoid them anymore. We push
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them down and box them off. Or we indulge in secret,

which is its own kind of avoidance. There’s rarely any

enjoyment beyond momentary pleasure before the shame

returns.

Travis, a friend of mine, describes being stuck at one

end of this spectrum and not even knowing it. When

he was twenty-two, he moved to Los Angeles and was

excited to start meeting more gay people, because where

he grew up in a rural part of the South, he barely knew

any. A few months after the move, he attended a confer-

ence called the Gay Christian Network in Portland—an

event he thought would feel safe and familiar, given his

Christian upbringing. “I assumed that anyone who called

themselves ‘Christian’ held to a rigorous sexual ethic, but

as the conference went on, I realized that many of the

participants there were having sex all the time.”

Travis was shocked. “If I’d had pearls, I would have

clutched them.” He described sitting near the convention

center café on the second day of the conference and writ-

ing in his journal, “I think people here are having sex,

and my heart feels so burdened by this.” He elaborated, “I

thought the Holy Spirit was convicting me, but instead, I

was coming face-to-face with the impact of the culture of

shame in which I had been raised.”

Of course, Travis had encountered sexually active peo-

ple before, even when he was in high school, but he told

me about easily dismissing that behavior by telling him-

self, “Oh, they’re not Christians.” His moralistic code

could handle that split pretty easily, but he was suddenly

surrounded by thousands of Christians who were having

sex even when they weren’t married. Travis didn’t have

categories for this, and he didn’t know how to reconcile

what seemed like such a contradiction in his mind.

More importantly, Travis didn’t know that the culture

of shame he had grown up in had influenced his views of
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healthy sexuality so much. “I sat in that room and judged

everyone around me, viewing them with suspicion, ask-

ing the question, ‘How in the world can they call them-

selves Christians?’ I had been taught that our Christian

identity hinges upon right sexuality, right sexual expres-

sion.” Travis had done the work to accept and embrace

his own sexual orientation as fitting into the category of

“right sexuality,” but he did not yet recognize how deeply

his attitudes were shaped by the sexual shame that sur-

rounded him his entire life.

COPING WITH SHAMEFULNESS

One way to cope with our shame is to let it take control. I

call this coping mechanism “shamefulness.” When every-

thing we do is permeated by shame, we are shame-full

in every sense of the word. Shamefulness is based on

the presupposition there is a “right” context for sexual

expression and a “wrong” context for it. Any sexual activ-

ity outside of that context (whether defined by marriage,

commitment, the gender of the person we desire, or other

criteria) is deemed bad or wrong.

When we are taught the “right” context for sexual

expression, at some point many of us discover that our

sexuality, our sexual desire, and our fantasy lives don’t

exactly fit into such a neat box. We learn that we will have

to struggle against our desires. If sex outside of the pre-

scribed context is bad, it would seem to follow that our

desire to have sex outside of that context also must be

bad. Now we feel dirty, and we can’t shake the feeling that

there’s something wrong with us for desiring sex outside

of the right context. This is the voice of shame telling us

loud and clear, “I am dirty and bad because I want some-

thing dirty and bad.”

Internalizing our shame, we work to take every

thought captive. We start building elaborate rules,
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strategies, and methods of accountability to eradicate any

sexual thought or feeling that falls outside of the proper

context. Sometimes the rules, strategies, and account-

ability techniques work, but most often they don’t. We

mess up.

Messing up intensifies our shame, leading us to believe

that we are even worse than before. We believe we don’t

have enough self-control, or we’re not trying hard

enough, or we aren’t good enough. We believe our sexual

feelings and thoughts are too much. We heap new shame

on top of our already existing shame.

We double down on our attempts to control our feel-

ings, establishing more rules and more strategies. This

creates a vicious cycle. Shame rules.

“Messing up” is what Isaac and Lionel called it any

time they watched porn or masturbated as undergradu-

ates. Isaac, a man in his early thirties, met me in a small

coffee shop while I was visiting North Carolina for a con-

ference. His large frame would have been intimidating if

not for his quick smile.

While sipping a latte, Isaac described going to a big col-

lege and getting involved in a campus ministry. It was

there where he met Lionel, who quickly became one of

his best friends.

Late one night as they sat studying, said Isaac, Lionel

blurted out, “I think I need an accountability partner.”

Isaac said he stopped what he was doing and looked at

him, intrigued but feeling a bit of panic, knowing what he

was about to say.

Lionel continued, “I’ve been masturbating more and

more, and I need to stop.” Isaac told me he sat in silence,

feeling super awkward. Thankfully, they were in Lionel’s

dorm room, so no one else would hear their conversation,

but until this point, Isaac and Lionel hadn’t had the kind

of relationship that would warrant Lionel’s bluntness.
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Even so, Isaac sensed he could be honest. And, without

looking at Lionel, Isaac whispered, “Me, too.”

As he continued his story, Isaac recalled that he and

Lionel spent the next few hours confessing their sins to

each other, which was a relief because neither of them

had ever been able to talk openly about sex and sexuality

before. Isaac had never talked to anyone about the fact

that he masturbated. He and Lionel made a pact that night

to check in with each other every day. They installed soft-

ware on their computers that would send reports to the

other if it caught one of them on porn sites. And they

agreed to keep track of how many times they masturbated

each week, meeting every Saturday afternoon to go for a

walk far away from campus to compare notes.

Isaac described how incredible it felt to have a friend

he could be open with. He said that he and Lionel would

set goals like “I’m going to go for an entire month without

masturbating.” And whenever they failed, which they

always did, it felt good not to have to carry the shame

alone. They were trying so hard, so earnestly, to live up to

a standard that told them to avoid even sexual thoughts.

One night about a year later, Isaac continued, Lionel

got really quiet. He had recently started dating a girl he

had a massive crush on. Isaac remembers that night well:

Lionel looked at him and admitted, “She gave me a hand

job in the back seat of the car the other night.” Isaac met

his eyes with shock. Lionel went on to admit to several

other sexual experiences he’d had over the previous year

that he hadn’t told Isaac about, being careful to assure

Isaac that he hadn’t actually had sex.

I asked Isaac what “actual sex” meant for him and

Lionel. He told me, “Oh, you know, basically anything

outside of vaginal penetration wasn’t actually sex. We

called it other things. But,” he continued, “I thought
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Lionel and I had given up all of that. I certainly wasn’t

doing any of that with my girlfriend at the time.”

Isaac described his reaction to the incident: “I was

pissed. Why hadn’t he told me? We were both on lead-

ership in our campus ministry, and all of a sudden, I felt

like I didn’t know Lionel at all. That wasn’t how we were

supposed to act. I muttered something about God forgiv-

ing sin—blah, blah, blah—and we went on to renew our

pact with each other once again.” In Isaac’s view, Lionel

seemed genuinely sorry, and he promised Isaac that he

was going to stop. The two friends got even more specific

about ways they would pray for each other and hold each

other accountable. They made a plan for what he would

do if he found himself getting aroused while with his girl-

friend. He would text Isaac, and Isaac promised to “cock-

block him” by rushing over to his room or by calling and

inviting them to come do something.

As Isaac described his reaction and the promises made,

he told me, “It all seems so weird now, looking back.” Yet,

continued Isaac, the friends’ strategy didn’t work. Lionel

never texted in the moment. And even though Isaac’s own

masturbation habits never actually changed, he started

feeling superior to Lionel, “because at least I wasn’t get-

ting physical with another person.”

As Isaac was feeling self-righteous, he didn’t under-

stand that they both were coping by adopting a posture of

shamefulness. Neither young man was living in freedom;

shame was ruling every aspect of their sexuality. Isaac

said later in our conversation, “We had no concept of sex-

ual freedom, or perhaps we believed that freedom was for

some future point in our lives. As twentysomethings, our

sexual drives were burdens we had to endure and control

until we were finally in the right context.” For Lionel, that

context was marriage, which Isaac told me Lionel accom-

plished rather quickly after they graduated.
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For Isaac, however, rushing to get married wasn’t in the

cards. He broke up with his girlfriend during his senior

year and is still looking for the right woman. He told me,

“I started thinking of my own sexuality as ‘my cross to

bear’ and ‘a thorn in my flesh.’”

As I listened to Isaac, I imagined thinking about his

sexuality in those terms felt good because he was coping

through shamefulness. His story certainly reminded me

of all the messages I was told about sexuality. Isaac readily

admitted that his attitude also illustrates how much less

connected to his body he was than Lionel was to his.

“Throughout college,” he explained to me, “I would wrap

myself up in fantasies almost every day, keeping my sex-

ual expression inside my head, while Lionel acted his out

in backseats and dorm rooms.”

Regardless of how their sexuality expressed itself phys-

ically, the result for both Isaac and Lionel was more

shame. In Isaac’s words, “We both were ‘messing up,’ and

despite every new strategy we tried, every new book we

studied together, we couldn’t gain mastery over our sex-

ual desires.”

If we grow up surrounded by sexual shame, in envi-

ronments where sex is shrouded in secrecy and framed

in terms of “Don’t do this” or “Don’t get too close to the

line,” we internalize that shame. Shamefulness as a cop-

ing mechanism is the most obvious sign of that internal-

ized shame. Because we’ve been taught that having sex is

bad outside of a certain context, we decide that in order

to be “good,” we’re not going to have sex or engage in any-

thing remotely sexual. We become hypervigilant in our

attempts to control what we think about, what we watch,

what we pay attention to. This is how Isaac was living.

If we discover that we can’t not have sex, and we can’t

not think about sex and sexuality, we will certainly hate

ourselves when we “act out” and break our own rules in
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secrecy, as Lionel did. The two behavior patterns are both

sides of the same coin.

LIVING DOUBLE LIVES

One of my clients, Leon, grew up in a small town in Texas.

He was taught a strict moral code—a code that, on the

surface, he appeared to follow well. He was a worship

leader and spent much of his time at the church. But when

he wasn’t at church, he was in another culture, participat-

ing in night after night of hookups, risky sex, and secre-

tive encounters that put both him and his sexual partners

in danger. He lived a double life and is still, years later,

working through the effects that had on him. In one of

our first sessions together, he described to me all the fear

he lived in, worrying about what would happen if some-

one in his church were to run into him at a club or some

morning after one of his hookups.

Almost all of us who use shamefulness as a coping

mechanism know the feeling Leon describes. The sense of

dread arises, as we think, “If these people actually knew

what was going on behind the scenes. . . .” Some of us are

successful at living seemingly ascetic lives, but our sex-

uality still often manifests in one way or another, either

alone in our bedrooms or with others behind closed

doors.

Control, avoidance, and secrecy are the critical tools of

shamefulness. When we’re deep in the waters of shame-

fulness, we usually cope by trying to control the shame by

controlling our sexuality. We think that by setting up sys-

tems, trying hard enough, and having enough willpower,

we can avoid sexual experiences and our sexuality until

we find ourselves in the correct context. If we discover we

can’t avoid sexual experiences, we cover them up in webs

of secrecy. We tell ourselves one thing but do another. We
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lead double lives, often lying to ourselves as frequently as

we lie to others.

Shamefulness manifests itself in any number of ways,

and its fingerprints can be found all over the walls of our

churches and faith communities. It is what lurks behind

so many scandals and so much harm that gets swept

under the rugs to maintain and preserve images. I wish

we understood that this harm is completely avoidable, but

that understanding would require us to change the way

we interact with our sexuality. It would require us pulling

up the rugs and looking frankly at the messages we’re

preaching about sexuality. Sexuality is not something we

need to fight against. When we do fight against it, when

we fight against ourselves, we usually wind up deep in the

murky waters of shame, living double lives, just trying to

cope.

THE FIERY CANYON OF SEXUALITY

I remember growing up in church and hearing the gospel

presented every week. If you didn’t experience this, let

me help you imagine it: You’re three or four years old

and graduating from the nursery to the first level of Sun-

day school—a whole hour of coloring and stories! Or

maybe, instead of Sunday school, your parents sent you

to AWANA, a Bible memorization club that coaxed you

with snacks and crafts and game time. This was much

more fun than Sunday school, which was usually taught

by sweet older ladies who couldn’t hear very well. Or

maybe you went to church camp, or Good News Club,

or vacation Bible school—an entire week during the sum-

mer with fun themes (pirates! space!), snacks, and

games—a general delight. If you’re like me, you were sent

to each of these at some point. In every case, from age

three to age twelve, you would sit down after some play

time with a full tummy to hear the good news.
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The sharing of the gospel usually followed a simple tra-

jectory:

1. You’re a terrible person, and nothing you can ever

do will change that.

2. But that’s OK, because Jesus was brutally mur-

dered.

3. But then he came back to life!

4. So now, all you need to do is admit that you’re an

unlovable piece of dirt and accept Jesus into your

heart by praying a three-sentence prayer.

This explanation of the gospel was terrifying and com-

forting all at the same time, and the thing is, it worked!

As I got older, each point was described in more theo-

logically sophisticated ways, especially the first point: we

are all terrible people, and nothing we can do will ever

change that. In one particularly memorable metaphor, we

were shown a picture of a vast canyon with a tiny little

person standing on one side looking forlornly across the

gap at what we were told was heaven. In case the drama

wasn’t perfectly apparent, the canyon was full of flames

and suffering people. We were told to imagine trying to

jump across the canyon. Surely we’d fall into the flames.

We were told to imagine that we were older and better

at jumping. Still we’d be burned by the flames, but maybe

we’d make it a little farther across the abyss. Then we

were told to imagine that we were Olympic pole vaulters.

But that would just get us even deeper into the flames.

Finally, instead of suggesting a helicopter, which would

have been my first thought, the Sunday school teacher

would plop a giant cross on the picture—a makeshift

bridge—and we’d understand that we could all safely

walk across to the sound of the Olympians’ screams

below.
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The imagery was clear. No matter how hard we tried,

no matter how much effort we put into it, no matter how

much training we went through, no matter how many

times we shared our snacks or let girls come into our

Only Boys Allowed blanket forts, no matter how many

times we said “please,” there was nothing we could do on

our own to bridge that canyon. We needed something

else. We needed the bridge of the cross and Jesus’s love.

No helicopter was going to show up. For children, this

simple imagery worked and is forever etched into many

of our memories.

The problem is that our faith communities still seem

to approach teachings and practices around adult sexual-

ity as if we were training to jump across a fiery canyon.

Instead of heaven, we see “sexual freedom and happiness”

on the other side of the canyon, all within the bounds of a

specific “right” context. But we wonder where the bridge

is. In our real lives, we are left trying to jump across

without a bridge in sight, falling again and again into the

flames of shame. Some of us attempt to build a bridge the

way Lionel did, by getting married as young as possible,

so we don’t have to “burn with passion.” But for most of

us, this doesn’t seem to help. Shame still permeates our

sexuality, and all our techniques don’t work; they leave us

falling into the chasm. We’re left picking up the pieces,

hating ourselves even more, begging God to release us

from our sinful flesh, and looking for yet another strat-

egy. At some point, we probably give up, accepting that

we will always fail and living out our sexual lives plagued

by shame and secrecy.

As problematic as the flaming-canyon metaphor is,

there’s a fundamental truth in it. We can’t just “try

harder.” Trying harder doesn’t get us anywhere. In fact, if

we continue with this illustration, trying harder actually

only manages to push us deeper into the gorge. It only pro-
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pels us further into shame. Anytime we use the tools of

control and avoidance to manage anything, especially our

sexuality, we end up falling deeper in the muck. Most of

us know this from experience.

We fear that the alternative to trying harder to reach

our goal of an ideal healthy sexuality is complete chaos.

We fear that if we let go of our attempts to squeeze our-

selves into boxes of rules and regulations, we’ll tailspin

into a valueless life of debauchery. Many of us even hold

tightly to our shame, claiming that it keeps us healthy, on

the straight and narrow, and safe.

Living in sexual freedom sounds terrifying if we are

stuck in shamefulness, because we can’t imagine what

freedom looks like. We fear that it may mean giving up

some of our core values. We may actually want to abstain

from sex until marriage or to stop using porn.

There is a way out of this dilemma, a way across the

chasm of shame into a world of sexual freedom that is

deeply rooted in our values, whatever they may be. The

other side of that chasm is a place where we can stand on

our values and operate from a sturdy ground of authen-

ticity, not feeling a need to control, avoid, or hide our sex-

uality. Shame may still haunt us sometimes, but we can

learn how to work with it and how to fight it.
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CHAPTER 2.

SHAMELESSNESS

Hannah came into our therapy session pissed. She had

been looking around at her life, and it seemed like every-

one but her was having massive amounts of sex. “They’re

either casually hooking up or in happy, committed rela-

tionships,” she reported to me with an eye roll. “Everyone

seems so blissful.”

Hannah was swimming in resentment around her lack

of a sex life, a topic that had been coming up again and

again over the last few weeks. She told me about her hair-

stylist sharing stories of her night and about her friends

who talked often about the people they had hooked up

with recently. To top it all off, her best friend had just got-

ten into a new relationship. It seemed like every person

she passed by on the street was living a sexually liberated

life of delight and pleasure. And she was over it.

Hannah and I had been working together for some

time, so I felt fairly comfortable with the words I said

next, knowing how her shame was keeping her from

exploring anything at all: “Maybe it’s time for you to make

a few mistakes?”

She rolled her eyes. “That doesn’t sound like good

advice.”

But to my surprise, within a week, Hannah was dating
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a girl she described to me as “cute enough.” It was the first

date she had ever told me about, and she hadn’t just gone

out once with this girl. They had spent the entire week-

end together, too. It seemed like my words had become a

battle cry.

Over the next few weeks, Hannah’s relationship with

Mistake Girl, as she later called her, burned fast. Hannah

had never been in an actual relationship in her twenty-

four years and was eager to get all of her firsts out of the

way, to be just like all the people around her: her first time

being greeted at the door with flowers, her first kiss, and

her first time having sex. Hannah jumped into it all, keep-

ing me updated along the way. She was excited but also

couldn’t shake the feeling that something wasn’t quite

right. She was doing all the things that she had wanted to

do for so long, but for some reason, they didn’t actually

feel good to her.

Eventually, some of us get so fed up with the shame

around our sexuality that we are ready to just move on

with our lives. We declare one morning, “You know what,

I’m not going to feel this shame anymore.” We push it

aside and jump into newfound freedom, just like that.

This is the coping mechanism of shamelessness.

Even if we haven’t been able to put our feelings into

words, we know what shame feels like—every corner of

the boxes we tried to contort ourselves into. At some

point, a switch is thrown, and we’re over it. We’re done

with shame. Our turn from shamefulness to shameless-

ness might involve coming out or leaving a toxic church

environment. It might happen in a yoga class during

Corpse Pose. However it happens, the result is the same:

we decide that instead of shame controlling us, we’re

going to control it.

We attempt to control shame the best way we know

how: casting off all the rules, all the boxes, all the voices
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telling us how to live our lives. They don’t apply to us

anymore, because they’re remnants of our old selves and

of old-fashioned ways of living. “I’m sorry,” we say, “the

old me can’t come to the phone right now.”

Some of us tiptoe in, and some of us jump in headfirst.

We do all the things we’ve wanted to do (or maybe have

already been secretly doing), and we do them boldly. It’s

great at first, but there is often a nagging sense of . . .

something in the background. When we’re honest with

ourselves, we can admit that we don’t exactly feel free; we

just feel like we’re running away.

We will all go through (and return to) periods of shame-

lessness at some point in our lives. It’s a method of self-

correction, or overcorrection—a pendulum swing. It’s the

“Fuck it all, I’m gonna live my life” attitude. And it’s per-

fectly normal.

However, shamelessness is not really an escape from

shame. When we choose shamelessness, we insist we’re

shameless. But somewhere underneath, there’s a nagging

sense that if we slow down long enough or think too hard

about what we’re doing, we’ll get sucked back in. We’re

worried shame might just be waiting around the next cor-

ner to envelop us.

In embracing shamelessness, we have two options: we

can acknowledge the shame and learn to work with it, or

we can build elaborate defenses to protect ourselves from

it. The first option is the real way out, but many of us get

stuck in option two indefinitely, becoming better and bet-

ter at ignoring the shame that’s lurking, but never entirely

leaving it behind.

GIVING UP SHAME FOR LENT

Last year, my client Jon walked into my office, sat down

on my couch, and proclaimed, “I’m giving up shame and

insecurity for Lent.” Lent is the period of forty days

BEYOND SHAME 31



leading up to Easter and is observed by many Christian

denominations as a time of repentance and self-denial as

a way of symbolizing and participating in the suffering of

Jesus. Many Christians choose to give up something for

Lent—chocolate, gossip, social media—something that

will produce suffering. Then we spend the next forty days

telling everyone about it.

Jon hadn’t planned on giving up anything. He had

skipped the Ash Wednesday church service, which marks

the first day of Lent, although the service was usually one

his favorites of the entire church calendar. He explained

to me, “I had decided this was going to be my year off.

In 2017, I had gone into Lent with high hopes. Instead

of giving up something, I would add something to my

life: regular church attendance.” Jon muttered something

about that seeming like it might produce a similar amount

of suffering, and then he continued: “I genuinely hoped

that I would reestablish a spiritual home. But on Easter

Sunday, I woke up and realized I had gone to church only

once—on Ash Wednesday. So this year, I figured, ‘Why

even bother?’”

That all changed for Jon in an Atlanta gay club.

The weekend after Ash Wednesday, Jon flew to Atlanta

to visit a guy he had met a few weeks before. They were

on a clear path to dating. He had spent those weeks telling

me about doing cute things like going to see the same

movie at the same time in their respective cities, then

buying the same bottle of wine and calling each other to

compare notes. “I landed on the earliest flight, and we

kissed the moment we saw each other.”

Jon soon discovered, however, that this man had been

hooking up with other people regularly, even after they’d

had a long conversation around expectations, during

which Jon had said he would be hurt if this guy was

involved with other people. The weekend devolved from
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there. Jon told me later, “I was stuck in Atlanta with a man

who was getting colder by the minute, trying to make the

best of it because I didn’t want to spend the money on an

early flight home.”

“We ended up in Midtown, hopping among clubs, a

fake smile plastered on my face as I watched him flirt

with everyone around me.” Jon was awash in shame, in

an unfamiliar city. Now, in addition to his shame, he felt

anger. “I was angry at the shame and insecurity I was feel-

ing. And at this dude who seemed to be completely free

from all that—free enough to throw me aside and move

on to the next guy.”

I sat in my therapy chair, imagining the flashing lights

and the vibrations of the deep bass as Jon continued. “I

watched as everyone danced,” he said, “seeming so joyful

and free around me. And I decided I was done with it. I,

too, could be shame-free, flirty, and fun, and I was going

to prove it. Right after I finished crying.”

Jon sent an SOS text to a friend from college, who mer-

cifully showed up at the club to take care of him, but by

the time the friend got there, Jon had decided that he

would practice Lent. He was going to give up his shame

and his insecurity. He told me, proud of himself, “I’m

going to go to clubs every single weekend leading up to

Easter, no matter what. I’m going to get over my fears. I’m

going to flirt, go home with whomever, and do it all con-

fidently. If the guy I almost dated can do it, I can do it,

too.”

AVOIDING SHAME

Shamelessness as a coping mechanism hides easily behind

the label of sex positivity. In fact, sex positivity can

become the banner cry of shamelessness. Anything goes

and everything goes! “I’m going to have sex whenever

and with whomever I want.” But while shamelessness

BEYOND SHAME 33



certainly functions within and contributes to hookup cul-

ture, I want to be clear up front that the kind of shame-

lessness I’m describing here has to do more with why

we’re having sex than with the actual sex.

I’m not here to draw lines around what is and what isn’t

healthy sex; that’s for you to decide. I believe there’s room

within a healthy sexual ethic for hookups if that choice

matches your values and desires. Shamelessness becomes

an unhealthy coping mechanism when we throw all (or

most) of our values away as a way to avoid feeling shame.

Often, we mistake the rigid boxes we tried to fit our-

selves in for all aspects of our sexual selves. When we

throw out the boxes that don’t fit us, we may also discard

some of our core values, too. We expect to feel free and

liberated, but we may feel lost instead.

In the previous chapter, I discussed how we avoid

shame through shamefulness, by hiding or attempting to

control our sexuality. In contrast, when we use the shame-

lessness coping mechanism, we abandon all attempts at

hiding, and instead, we bare ourselves to the world, loudly

and proudly, declaring that anyone who doesn’t like us

now doesn’t matter. Or maybe we decide to push down

every single warning sign and red flag that pops up in our

new shameless lives and deal with the consequences later.

Instead of hiding from our shame, we stare it in the eyes

and say, “I’m simply not going to feel you anymore.” We

push shame aside or into a corner within ourselves, and

then we proceed with our fun.

And it seems to work, at least for a while.

For those of us who grew up in faith communities, the

adoption of a shamelessness coping mechanism usually

is accompanied by a faith deconstruction. The boxes we

tried to fit in are part of larger systems of belief and values

that no longer seem to work for us. We may encounter

others who grew up in faith communities resembling our
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own and begin to notice patterns and similarities. As

those systems become more and more transparent, we

realize that the faith we were given in our childhoods is

one we can no longer identify with or follow. If following

God means living in those rigid boxes of regulation and

shame, we would much rather leave our faith behind, too.

And we have good reason to do so.

Anytime we try to get rid of our shame by just avoiding

it, we run into problems. In the previous coping mecha-

nism of shamefulness, we let shame control us by avoid-

ing the reality that we are sexual beings who express our

sexuality often and in many ways. That doesn’t work

because it’s impossible to avoid our sexuality—it perme-

ates almost every part of our being. When we cope

through shamelessness however, we are trying to deal

with shame by ignoring it. But shame doesn’t disappear

when ignored; it begins to seep.

One of the key indicators of seeping shame is a nagging

gut feeling that something isn’t quite right. We avoid deal-

ing with that feeling head-on, for fear of what we’ll find.

When we’re actively avoiding our shame, we fear that if

we look too closely at ourselves and our actions, we will

discover that we are terrible people.

Shame avoidance is similar to what happens when we

stop paying attention to our budgets. If you’re like me,

you start spending money however you want, on what-

ever you want. It’s fun. It feels good to spend the money.

I always say something like “It’ll work out,” and I’ll even

glance at my bank account every so often to check the

balance. But I can never entirely escape the fear that a bill

is going to come up, and I’ll discover to my horror that I

went out to dinner too many times and now can’t afford

to pay rent. I never actually want to look at my budget.

I never actually want to update it, because updating the

budget makes it real. I have to face facts about how much
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money I’m spending on things I can’t afford. Looking at

the budget means the fun is over, and I’d so much rather

feel that I have unlimited funds than realize that I need to

cut back on the number of times I go to happy hour. But

the fun of freely spending comes with a cost: the sinking

feeling of dread that every time I put my debit card down,

I’m a moment closer to a zero balance and not being able

to afford the electricity bill. I can usually avoid that feel-

ing of dread, but eventually, it catches up to me, and I have

to reckon with reality. We can only avoid our shame for

so long before we have to face it.

BLAMING AND DEFENSIVENESS

Looking directly at our shame is incredibly painful, so the

tools of this coping mechanism—blaming and defensive-

ness—seek to keep the shame at arm’s length. We react

when anyone or anything gets too close to the shame that

we’re trying to keep pushed down. We get angry, we insist

that we have the right to live the way we want, we strug-

gle against any restrictions that resemble those that we’ve

left behind. We blame those systems for the shame that

kept us boxed in for so long and try endlessly to show

how liberated we are, how shame-free we are. Anyone

who doesn’t believe us or cautions us to try another path

gets blamed as well, and we cut them out. Because we’re

seeking to protect ourselves from feeling the shame that’s

lurking directly below the surface, we sit in a place of

reactivity. Any time the shame feels close to coming to

the surface, we pull out these tools. We’re not the ones

who are wrong, we’re not the ones who have shame in our

lives, they are. Everyone else is consumed by shame, not

us. We’re shame-free, obviously.

When we’re out and about, hooking up with whomever

we want, it can also feel shaming to actually admit that’s

what we’re doing. That would mean looking at our shame
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head-on. If one of our friends gives us side eye for what

we’re doing, we’re often quick to defend ourselves by

blaming our actions on someone or something else. Like

alcohol. Not everyone uses alcohol as part of hookup cul-

ture, but it’s an incredibly common way of suppressing

our fears and shyness, making it easier to connect with

new people. So one of the most common statements for

those coping with shamelessness is “I didn’t mean to go

home with him; I was drunk.” All of a sudden, it’s not our

fault. It’s the alcohol. Have a sexual experience that we

aren’t actually very proud of? Blame it on the alcohol.

Alcohol and other substances allow us to excuse our-

selves from responsibility. And while it’s certainly not a

requirement for substances to be used while in this cop-

ing mechanism, the two usually go hand in hand.

Donna Freitas, a researcher who has spent considerable

time interviewing people about their sex lives, points out,

“Saying that you were drunk when you did some-

thing—even if you were not—will often get you a pass.”

She continues, “The shock of what someone did the night

before—how far they went, who they were with, where

they did whatever it was they did—can be lessened or

even waved away if a person can say they were trashed at

the time.”1 This is a pretty good test we can use on our-

selves to know if we’re in the midst of trying to cope with

our shame or operating out of our values: Are we blaming

what we have done on something else? If we’re blaming,

we’re probably trying to avoid our own shame.

We may not actually believe that we’re doing any-

thing wrong while we’re in this coping mechanism. And

the truth is, we may be acting out of our values or work-

ing on developing those values while we’re exploring

shamelessness. Often, shamelessness can be a way station

on the road to getting us to where we want to be. If we’re

having sex and using protection, we’re taking steps to
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be healthy. But we haven’t actually dealt with the shame

that’s under the surface. We are simply ignoring the

shame and haven’t worked with the wounds that are pre-

sent.

A NATURAL REACTION

This coping mechanism is not unlike the period of natural

development that teenagers undergo as they test their

boundaries and explore their identities. And it makes all

the sense in the world that those of us who were denied

our adolescence by restrictive upbringings would need

time to experience that period of exploration as adults.

Instead of judging those parts of ourselves, let’s recognize

them for what they are: a natural progression—hiding,

followed by a reaction to that hiding.

The point of naming the coping mechanism of shame-

lessness is not to add more shame to our lives, but instead

to help us recognize and name the feelings within our-

selves. Only after we’ve stopped avoiding our shame can

we truly work through it. Our behaviors and actions may

not actually change that much. But instead of acting from

a place of defensiveness, instead of working to convince

ourselves and everyone around us that we’re free of

shame, we’re operating from a place of grounding.

When we’re spending money that we’ve actually bud-

geted, we enjoy it more. What we’re spending our money

on may not change at all. We still go out at happy hour,

but this time, when we put the card down, we know we’re

making a choice that works with the structures we’ve

set for ourselves. That nagging feeling of “someday this

is going to catch up with me” isn’t present, because we

know where we stand. We have nothing to worry about,

because we are operating squarely out of our values, with

intention.

How much better would our lives be if we could oper-
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ate within our values and with intention in terms of our

sexuality? What if the next time we have sex, we don’t

have to push the shame down, blame someone or some-

thing else, or feel like we need to defend ourselves against

the people who remind us of the shame we’re trying to

avoid? When we’re operating out of a place of grounding,

the voices of people who don’t agree with what we’re

doing are much less triggering. We know where we stand,

so their voices don’t actually reach us, and we don’t need

to respond.

FACING THE SHAME

“I feel like dirt. This isn’t who I want to be.” Several weeks

after Jon decided to give up shame and insecurity, near

the end of Lent, he was in a session with me, desperately

trying to work with the anxiety and dread he was feeling.

His shame was catching up to him, and he was crumbling.

The night before, he had hooked up with a guy he had met

at a club after they grabbed dinner and drinks.

“I had explicitly told myself before the date that I

wouldn’t go home with him. It’s a weeknight, and I have

stuff to do today.” He shifted uncomfortably, “Yet some-

how I ended up back at his apartment. The sex wasn’t

good, and after making some lousy excuses, I left his stu-

dio, feeling gross.” Instead of feeling liberated, free from

shame and insecurity, Jon felt everything he had been

avoiding during Lent come crashing back. He felt sick. He

told me he wanted to cast this guy aside, never talk to him

again, and move on with his life. But the guy kept texting

him, wanting to see him again.

Jon was caught between choices that all felt awful,

which he explained to me with clarity: “I know I could

ignore him and move on with my Lenten practice, or I

can face the fact that I led him on. But that means I have to

tell him that I don’t actually want to see him again or have
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anything to do with him.” Both felt like terrible options.

Jon’s values and actions were crashing against each other,

and he was forced to stare his shame in the face. He not

only felt shame for having hooked up at all—a remnant

of the culture he had grown up in—but also felt shame

for the way he had treated the guy. Instead of becoming a

sexy, confident, liberated person, Jon said, “I feel like I’m

becoming the guy who ditched me in Atlanta. I don’t want

to be that kind of person.”

I reassured Jon that his feelings were understandable.

He still had a choice. He could move back into alignment

with his values, even though it meant some delicate con-

versations in the meantime.

The next week, Jon told me about the ensuing discus-

sion he’d had with the person he had hooked up with.

It was indeed difficult. “He was hurt and didn’t under-

stand why I was drawing such a strict boundary. I told

him I don’t actually want to see or talk to him again. He

felt used.” Jon felt that was true, but after that conversa-

tion, he began to feel realigned. By actually looking at his

shame, naming it out loud, and taking steps to deal with

it instead of avoiding it, Jon felt a wave of relief. He didn’t

exactly feel good—he had hurt someone—but he was back

on track. Then we were able to start looking a little bit

deeper at the sexual shame he was still carrying.

Notes

1. Donna Freitas, The End of Sex: How Hookup Culture Is Leaving

a Generation Unhappy, Sexually Unfulfilled, and Confused about

Intimacy (New York: Basic, 2013), 46.
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CHAPTER 3.

AUTOPILOT

In the previous two coping mechanisms we’ve discussed,

sex and sexuality are directed by shame. They happen in

reaction to the shame that we’re trying to avoid and/or

control. But what if we’ve either worked through shame-

fulness and shamelessness or were never in those phases

to begin with? What if we’re pretty satisfied with our sex-

uality and our sex lives, and only feel shame once in a

while? If this is the case for you, then when shame does

pop up occasionally, you may not know what to do with

it. This chapter is for you.

Sometimes, out of the blue, lying in bed after having sex

with a significant other or after a hookup, shame pops up

and makes us wonder if we’re horrible people. We won-

der if we’re seriously messing up our lives by choosing

to express our sexuality in one way or another, especially

if we’re expressing our sexuality in ways counter to our

upbringing or the dictates of our faith community. The

shame may feel relatively mild, or it may cause severe

bouts of anxiety. Either way, eventually, most of us are

able to shrug it off and move on with our lives—until it

appears again.

If this sounds familiar to you, you’re likely experiencing

the autopilot coping mechanism. The underlying reality
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of this mechanism is that we’re still not exactly sure what

we really believe about sex and sexuality. We may have a

rough idea of what our values are, but we haven’t taken

much time to define them. Without a clear definition for

healthy sex and sexuality, shame can jump in and muck

things up, causing us to question our actions and beliefs.

When we’re operating on autopilot, we don’t actually

think much about our sexuality. We just take things as

they come and rely on our instincts to get us through any

difficult situations. In the first two coping mechanisms,

we obsessively think about sex. In this coping mechanism,

we’re just living our lives until we find ourselves in a new

or challenging sexual situation, and we’re reminded, “Oh,

yeah. That’s something I was going to try to figure out.”

Last year, I met up with my friend Ashley for brunch.

She had just started seriously dating a new guy, and I

was excited to hear how things were going. As I walked

around the corner of the restaurant and spotted her in

the window, I noticed she was looking more pensive than

usual. “What’s up?” I said as I greeted her and ordered cof-

fee.

“Kyle and I had sex last night for the first time,” she

revealed, before our server was even finished pouring our

drinks. Ashley always cuts to the chase. That’s one of my

favorite things about her.

I raised my eyebrows and slightly tilted my head.

“And?”

She sighed. “I just don’t know. I don’t know how I feel

about all of this. It felt good, but I don’t know if I feel

good.”

Ashely was in the thick of the autopilot coping mecha-

nism. Her shame manifested in the form of questions that

are familiar to so many of us: Am I a bad person? Am I

operating outside of my values? What are my values? Am

I awful for not having values?
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Just like most people living on autopilot, Ashley didn’t

have the answers to those questions readily at hand. We

know a framework for our sexuality and sex lives would

be helpful, but we don’t know what that framework is.

We don’t want to go back to the other two coping mech-

anisms, but we don’t have a clear alternative.

As Ashley and I talked, I realized that she hadn’t gotten

clear about what she actually believed about sex. She was

caught in the middle between the restrictive sexual ethic

she grew up with and a new sexual ethic that she hadn’t

fully formed yet.

If you’re functioning on autopilot, you might feel a

slight sense of dread anytime sex and sexuality come up.

You’re not hiding, you’re not acting out, but you are aware

that something still isn’t quite right. Shame is lurking

beneath the surface, and when it emerges, you don’t know

how to fight it. Overwhelming shame is less common for

those who regularly employ this coping mechanism, but

as with the other two, the sources and power of shame are

still left unaddressed.

A CASE OF FUZZY VALUES

Quentin sat on a rooftop overlooking the waters of Eng-

lish Bay in Vancouver, British Columbia, watching the

sunset with David, a guy he barely knew but with whom

he felt safe. As they quietly sipped their wine, watching

the pinks and blues play together on the water, he felt

totally at ease.

There had been sexual tension between them for

months, which they hadn’t acknowledged, but now

Quentin felt ready to make a move. “I just really want to

kiss you,” he said. David smiled, pulled Quentin in, and

they kissed as the sunset transitioned to stars with the

slight chill of a Pacific Northwest spring evening.

Quentin told me this story on a summer afternoon
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when I was visiting Vancouver. We were walking the

same beach he and David had overlooked a few months

earlier.

“We jumped into his bed,” Quentin continued, “and as

we kept kissing, I told him I didn’t want to have pen-

etrative sex but was comfortable with us getting each

other off. So that’s what we did.” Afterward, as Quentin

reflected, he considered the evening a success. He had

stayed true to his values in the moment and didn’t go fur-

ther than he wanted.

“I went home that night, because I had something going

in the morning. When I woke up, I couldn’t quite figure

out what I was feeling. It wasn’t shame. Or was it? Did I

feel bad about doing what I had with him? Or did it feel

great? Nothing seemed clear anymore.” So, Quentin said,

he shot David a text message: “How are you feeling?”

“Good,” came the reply. “You?”

“Good.”

He did feel good. Quentin told me, “I certainly didn’t

feel I had to repress a sense of shame, but I was a bit con-

flicted about what happened. I wasn’t used to jumping

into bed with a guy that quickly. But he seemed fine with

it, so I shrugged it off.”

Several days later, Quentin and David sat together in

a coffee shop, trying to get work done. “I cleared my

throat to get his attention and asked, ‘Do we need to talk

about what happened the other night?’” Quentin wanted

to shine some clarity on what their evening had meant.

“David looked at me, and I could tell immediately he

wasn’t going to say what I was hoping. He smiled and

said, ‘I really enjoyed myself and want to keep doing that

with you, but I also know I don’t want a relationship right

now.’”

Quentin kind of did want a relationship but decided in

the moment that the idea of spending time with David
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not just as a friendship, but physically, without putting

labels on things, felt strangely comforting. “I decided to

take him up on the offer of a casual relationship—friends

with benefits.”

They set frameworks for themselves, agreeing it would

only work if they were able to be completely open in their

communication. Quentin and David spent the summer

hanging out, texting late at night, and ending up at each

other’s apartment often. “We were honoring our bound-

aries,” Quentin told me, “but also exploring what it was

like to have a relationship that neither of us had experi-

enced before. It felt great.”

Kind of.

“Usually, a day or two after we’d spent significant time

together, shame would sneak up on me.” Quentin looked

down at the sand as we walked, sharing his shame voices

with me: “Hey, remember how you’re messing around

with that guy? Doesn’t that make you kind of slutty?

Doesn’t that make you a horrible person? You sure you

still want to be calling yourself a Christian?”

“The thoughts filled me with anxiety,” Quentin contin-

ued, “and I’d start questioning everything: Should I call

things off? Should I try to move toward a romantic rela-

tionship with him to legitimize the fact that we were

hooking up? Am I actually doing something I feel wrong

about?”

“I couldn’t put my finger on exactly what was happen-

ing, or how I really felt. Eventually, the shame would go

away, I’d shrug it off and continue the relationship until

the next time it popped up, and the next time. The nega-

tive feeling wasn’t enough to change my behavior, but it

was troubling, and I didn’t know what to do about it.”

Like Quentin, many of us are coping via autopilot. We

settle here because it works. It’s a pretty comfortable

place. We’re not debilitated by shame, and life feels pretty
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good. But we still have a sense that there should be some-

thing more. We might be sexually active, or maybe we’ve

decided that we want to wait for some kind of commit-

ment—whether that’s marriage, exclusivity, or something

else—before we have sex. Regardless, life generally feels

like we have things figured out.

But, when we express our sexuality or have sex, we

don’t feel confident. We aren’t operating from any kind of

well-defined value system. Instead, we’re making choices

on the go, doing what feels good and right in the moment,

trying to check in with ourselves, trying to live according

to some fuzzy, poorly articulated values, and then eval-

uating the consequences later. Sometimes we’re happy

with our choices; sometimes we’re not.

We may ask ourselves, as Ashley did, “Should I feel bad

about this? Is it bad that I don’t feel bad about this?” Or we

may declare defensively, “I shouldn’t feel bad about this.

There’s nothing wrong with my choices—but why do I

feel like I’m making a mistake?”

If we have come from a faith tradition that teaches

explicit rules around sexuality but have left some or all of

that tradition behind, we might find ourselves struggling

in this coping mechanism. Those rules provided a mod-

icum of comfort and safety, because they told us what to

do when things got complicated. Each time we faced a

new or unknown situation, we could turn to the rules and

usually get a clear answer very quickly. While those rules

didn’t always feel healthy or right, they offered a frame-

work. We could evaluate our goodness or badness based

on those rules. If we found that we were bad, they pro-

vided a way to become good. Just follow the easy steps.

The path was narrow, but at least there was a clear path.

However, many of us followed that path and discovered

that it led to dead ends and shame instead of the land of
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milk and honey that was promised. At that point, all we

had left was uncertainty.

A LACK OF CERTAINTY

The core challenge of the autopilot approach is a lack of

certainty. We constantly ask, “How do I know?” How do

I know which of my values are still being informed by

the shame I grew up with? Have I thought deeply enough

to know which values are truly mine? Are my actions

informed by what I want, instead of something that actu-

ally works toward the well-being of others and myself?

How do I know I’m not screwing things up? It can feel

paralyzing, and often it feels easier to shrug off these

questions and decide to deal with them later.

Anxiety, fed by shame and fear, is a manifestation of

this coping mechanism. Sparked by this anxiety, we ask

even more questions about ourselves: What if I’m wrong?

What if I shouldn’t be sexually active? Or what if I’m

missing out by not being sexually active? What if I’m less

of a person because of the choices I am making?

Sex always carries meaning. We want to do things right,

care for ourselves and for others while engaging in a ful-

filling sex life. The fact that our decisions around sex and

sexuality usually have repercussions for others can add to

the anxiety of this coping mechanism. It can feel weighty

to have to consider our actions carefully as part of devel-

oping our own sense of ethics and determining the way

we want to move through the world. For people of faith,

the stakes feel even higher because we have deeply held

beliefs, formed by God and Scripture, about the way we’re

supposed to exist in the world.

As Christians, Jews, Muslims, Hindus, and members of

almost every other faith, we’ve been taught to love our

neighbor as we love ourselves—a difficult yardstick to

measure ourselves by. It makes sense that we turn toward
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rigid rules and strict frameworks, because they ease our

fears. Rules based on Scripture and centuries of received

wisdom help to assure us that we are indeed treating our-

selves and others the “right way,” and we don’t have to be

anxious if we just do as we’re told.

So many of us have been harmed by shame-based

teachings around sexual ethics, however, that we hesitate

to adopt any rules or frameworks at all. We would much

rather figure things out for ourselves, and that’s how we

find ourselves often engaging in unscripted improv

scenes with ourselves and our partners, unsure of what

we will say or do next. We find ourselves still wondering,

“Is this the right way? Is there any right way?”

Instead of avoiding these questions, instead of avoiding

our sexuality and sex lives, we need to dive deeper. As

Ashley and I kept meeting up for brunch over the next

few months, she started doing this. She spent time reflect-

ing and began to articulate to me the values she did hold.

She wanted to be close to Kyle and knew she wanted sex

to be a part of building that connection. She let her ques-

tions be a guide forward as she explored and didn’t let her

past shame hold her back from trying new things.

It’s important to realize that we can move past the

autopilot coping mechanism and have a solid basis of val-

ues to stand on when shame strikes. To do that, we need

to get to the root of our shame. The source of shame will

look different for each of us. For some of us, it has to do

with so-called biblical teachings around sex and sexuality

—the rules our faith traditions have taught us about sex

that make it difficult to expand our thinking and imagine

healthy sexuality that is self-defined. Those lies include

the idea that God and the Bible have a clear definition

for healthy sexuality, and they span cultural and gender-

based hierarchies.

In the chapters of part 2, I try to unpack some of the
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lies that weigh us down as we try to formulate our own

system of values and sexual ethics. The voices of shame

are not from God. The voices telling us that we are terri-

ble people, that we should feel guilty and awful about our

sexual decisions, that we are always going to mess things

up—those are the voice of lies. And it is to those lies that

we now turn.
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PART II.

LIES WE TELL ABOUT SEX

AND SHAME





CHAPTER 4.

“THE BIBLE IS CLEAR”

A few days ago, I was sitting with a client named Angela

as she talked about how her desire to explore her sexu-

ality was tempered by a fear that such exploration would

put her ministry career at risk.

“There are people out there who would call into ques-

tion my ability to be a pastor simply because I decided to

have sex with somebody.” Angela then told a story about a

person she knew who had been a pastor for years. He also

happened to be unmarried. He was forced to resign and

leave his career behind because his church found out that

he had a sex life. Angela was scared the same thing could

happen to her.

And to be honest, I’m scared, too. If I had to boil down

what I was taught about sex growing up to a single mes-

sage, it would be “Don’t have sex before marriage—no

matter what.” Abstinence before marriage was a litmus

test, a way of figuring out whether someone was a true

Christian or a pretender. Our sexual purity, I was taught,

is one of the major things that separates us from “the

world.” On my bookshelf are books from when I was in

high school that celebrate the rejection of premarital sex.

In Boom: A Guy’s Guide to Growing Up, the author devotes

several chapters to clarifying the bright line between
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those who engage in sex outside marriage and those who

don’t. The benefits of waiting for marriage, as extolled by

Boom and other books, pamphlets, and sermons like it, are

numerous: no diseases, no unwanted pregnancies, no sex-

ual baggage, no scars, no guilt, and ultimately “fun free-

dom” within marriage.1 Yes, that’s the term the authors of

Boom used: fun freedom. Ultimate bliss. A sexual wonder-

land after saying “I do.” Abstaining from sex before mar-

riage would bring the promise of “a lifetime of guilt-free,

comparison-free, disease-free, fully connected and com-

mitted sexual satisfaction.”2 Who doesn’t want that?

I grew up believing these promises about the benefits of

abstinence, and the truth is that some of them are true—at

least somewhat. The only 100 percent effective way to

avoid sexually transmitted infections is to refrain from

having sex. And the only 100 percent effective way to

prevent pregnancy is to refrain from intercourse involv-

ing vaginal penetration by a penis. (Queer folks definitely

have an advantage on this front.) If only finding sexual

fulfillment, avoiding a broken heart, and evading guilt

were as easy.

Many of us still have a hard time overcoming the fear of

sex instilled in us as children. In some ways, sex remains

a confusing and terrifying prospect. If we don’t wait to

have exclusively monogamous sex within a committed,

sanctified relationship, we think we will somehow be

damaged. If we don’t follow guidelines handed down by

God (or so we’re told), we will hurt other people and also

will hurt ourselves.

My own parents often used 1 Corinthians 6:18 to drive

home the importance of abstinence: “All other sins a per-

son commits are outside the body, but whoever sins sex-

ually, sins against their own body” (NIV). Even if it didn’t

feel painful, even if it felt good in the moment, sex outside

of marriage was inherently damaging, they said. Even if
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I didn’t feel damaged, if I didn’t feel guilty, if it felt like a

solidly good experience, I would be tainted by any and all

sexual activity before I met and married my wife.

As an adult and a professional devoted to helping peo-

ple work through their fears and shame around sex and

sexuality, I still worry about this notion of being tainted

or damaged by sex. Is there something inescapable about

sexual activity that will leave me deeply harmed, even if

I’m unaware of it? There isn’t a simple answer to that

question, and the black-and-white approach our tradi-

tions offer us erases the complexity of sexuality. If we’re

going to work with our sexual shame in a serious way,

we must work with the complexity, not try to avoid it

with easy answers. We will look at some of the tools we

can use to tackle that complexity in part 3. But first, we

must examine the lies on which so many of our tradi-

tional approaches to sexuality are built.

TURNING TO THE BIBLE

When I was growing up, every time I asked an adult about

the need for abstinence, they eventually answered simply,

“Because the Bible says so.” They would pull out a couple

of key verses that warn against the danger of sexual sin

and then would send me on my way. The problem is

that when most churches define “sexual sin,” they’re mak-

ing many assumptions about Scripture that deserve to be

questioned.

Deconstructing our long-held beliefs can be scary and

uncomfortable. Asking questions of the biblical text can

be hard, but those of us who grew up believing that the

Bible holds a prescriptive plan for human sexuality now

have to wrestle and reckon with these texts if we want to

overcome our shame, even if we don’t turn to Scripture

for guidance anymore. Regardless of where we are on our

spiritual journey, if our bedrock sexual ethics are defined
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by the Bible and if we’re wrestling with sexual shame, we

need to examine those texts seriously. Our freedom from

shame depends on it.

In the past, when I’ve asked probing questions about

what the Bible really says about a topic—especially an

issue as fraught as sex—I’ve been admonished by other

Christians. “Don’t be like the snake in the Garden,” they’d

say. “Don’t ask, ‘Did God really say?’ Take it on faith that

what our traditions say is true.”

Those who believe the Bible is the literal and infallible

word of God regard any questions about the text as

attempts to undermine their entire belief system. Pull at

one thread, and you’ll risk unraveling the whole tapestry.

It’s no wonder my Christian friends compared me to the

snake in the garden of Eden—a symbol of temptation and

evil—for asking a few questions. But maybe that tapes-

try needs to be unraveled. If a few questions can cause

it to fall apart so easily, then maybe it wasn’t very well

constructed in the first place. As my friend Micah points

out, we’re asking questions “not to justify sin or to dis-

credit God, but to find the truth.”3 And goodness, do we

need a dose of truth when it comes to sexuality and sexual

shame.

This story that my friend Charles emailed me will ring

true for so many of us: “When I was fifteen or sixteen, my

father bought me a book, Every Young Man’s Battle, which

promised to teach me how to ‘remain pure in the real

world of sexual temptation.’ The cover of the book fea-

tured an image of a dude looking back at a blurry woman,

similar to that ‘distracted boyfriend’ meme that was so

popular in 2018. It didn’t matter that she was blurry,

because my eyes were only on him. I stared at him before

reading about one of the author’s dramatic attempts to

suppress sexual thoughts about a woman he saw running
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on the side of the road. My immediate thought was, ‘Well,

not every young man’s battle.’”

Charles’s email continues, “The guy on the cover was

hot, but I had a hard time relating to the stories in the

book. ‘Do other guys actually think these things about

women?’ With a bit of translation, and no help from the

tiny five-page chapter tucked away at the end of the book

called ‘When Your Feelings Are for Other Guys,’ I began

to learn techniques for taking control of my ‘thought life’

in order to win the battle for purity.”

Whether you’re queer or straight or somewhere in

between, if you grew up in an evangelical church setting,

this quest to take control of yourself for the purpose of

“purity” is probably uncomfortably familiar.

PURITY CULTURE

Purity is a vague term used by Christians of all stripes to

restrict and control behavior, sexual and otherwise. It’s

fueled by Scripture passages like “How can a young man

keep his way pure?” (Psalm 119:9) and “But among you

there must not be even a hint of sexual immorality, or

any kind of impurity” (Ephesians 5:30). That latter verse

is what the authors of Every Young Man’s Battle call the

“single Bible verse that captures God’s standard for sexual

purity.”4

Every Young Man’s Battle is far from unique. So many

books have been written to guide—or control—the sex-

uality of young people. Most of these books are geared

toward women, not men, and were a driving force behind

“purity culture”—a movement that emerged in evangel-

ical Christian spaces most conspicuously in the 1990s.

Purity culture focuses on a simple core message for young

people: do not have sex before marriage. In many cases,

the purity messaging prohibits any kind of touch or any-

thing that might even spark arousal.
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I’m part of the generation that spent our formative

years mired in purity culture, and the deeply damaging

effects of it are just beginning to be recognized. In her

book Pure: Inside the Evangelical Movement That Shamed a

Generation of Young Women and How I Broke Free, Linda

Kay Klein points out that purity culture has left many of

us “haunted by sexual and gender-based anxiety, fear, and

physical experiences that sometimes mimic the symp-

toms of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). Based on

our nightmares, panic attacks, and paranoia, one might

think that my childhood friends and I had been to war.

And in fact, we had. We went to war with ourselves, our

own bodies, and our own sexual natures, all under the

strict commandment of the church.”5

Klein writes that purity culture disproportionally

affects women, teaching that women not only are respon-

sible for managing their own sexuality, but also are

required to monitor and regulate the sexuality of men.

Purity culture tells women that, through the way they

dress, the way they move, and the roles they play in

churches and in households, they’re the ones responsible

for making sure the men around them won’t “stumble”

sexually. As a result, it cultivates an environment in which

victim blaming and rape culture flourishes and results in

debilitating shame for hundreds of thousands of women.

Let me be clear that I’m not attempting to speak for the

women who have so profoundly experienced the impact

of the purity movement. In the resources section at the

back of this book is a list that highlights some of the

many women who are leading the conversation about

purity culture right now. We must listen to them and fol-

low their leadership. For our purposes in discussing the

lies that lead to sexual shame, however, it is enough to

recognize that Scripture has been used in tremendously

damaging ways to uphold purity culture, under the
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assumption that the Bible expresses one single and clear

message about sexual ethics.

EXPLORING TRUTH

I want to directly challenge the assumption that there is

one biblical message about sex and sexuality, but first, we

have to take a step back and talk about what we mean

when we say the Bible is “true.” We may say that we’re

now living in a “post-truth” era, but truth is a concept that

philosophers, theologians, and psychologists have been

arguing about for millennia. What is truth? Does objec-

tive truth exist? Is it something that we can know? And

when it comes to the Bible, the questions about what’s

true and what isn’t only get messier.

One of the most often cited stories in the New Testa-

ment offers us some help in looking for truth. Just before

his crucifixion, Jesus tells Pontius Pilate, the Roman

provincial governor in Judea, that he came to “bear wit-

ness” to the truth (John 18:37). Pilate had the final say

about Jesus’s execution, and the text tells us that Pilate

hoped to be able to spare Jesus’s life but eventually acqui-

esced to the will of the crowd crying out for Jesus to be

crucified. Pilate was torn. A question familiar to all of

us haunted him: Am I doing the right thing here? Com-

peting arguments swirled around; Pilate’s gut was telling

him one thing, the people close to him were telling him

another, and the larger crowd was saying something else.

When I read this story, I imagine Pilate experiencing

that deeply human feeling of insecurity and yearning for

a clear direction. So when Jesus tells Pilate that he came

to “bear witness” to the truth, it’s no surprise that Pilate

asks him an honest question arising out of exasperation

or perhaps a genuine plea for clarity. It’s a question that

is all too familiar to anyone who has had to wrestle with

seemingly impossible choices: “What is truth?”
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Jesus stays silent.

His silence points us back to what Jesus first said: he

came to bear witness. He doesn’t give the Roman gover-

nor a clear answer, and he doesn’t provide a philosoph-

ical argument about the nature of truth and morality. I

think all of us would feel a little more comfortable if Jesus

had told Pilate to grab a pen: “OK, Pilate, write this down,

because I’m only going to say it once.” Instead, Jesus’s

words ring in the air, intermingling with Pilate’s question.

What is truth?

Truth is something that is witnessed.

BEARING WITNESS

When we say something or someone bears witness, we’re

usually talking about results. For example, a few days ago,

I went to a spin class. My heavy breathing and wet clothes

afterward bore witness to the fact that I had gone spin-

ning. The outward signs of exercise aren’t the spin class

itself; they are the result of it. If you had run into me as

I was walking home, you would have been able to see the

results of what I had just done, and you’d probably be able

to figure out with some accuracy what the spin class was

like, but you would still be a little bit removed from it. I

bear witness, and you witness me. You’re removed from

the spin class itself, but you have connected in a small way

to the experience of it through me.

Our human language is inadequate to describe the

Divine, but metaphors do offer useful, though imperfect,

windows into God’s character. Jesus uses the verb witness

as a helpful way of talking about the complex subject of

divine truth. We know truth through witnessing it; it’s

not something that can be described in black-and-white

categories. Like the sun, the light of God’s truth is not

something we can stare at directly. Instead, we know the

nature of truth by experiencing it, by seeing the results
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of it. And that’s precisely how truth works in our own

tangible world, too. I can claim as much as I want that

I’m telling the truth, but the experience of those who

watch and listen to me inevitably will confirm or deny my

claims.

When we hear people talk about the truth of the Bible’s

dictates regarding sex and sexuality, we must interrogate

them, just as we do with any other scriptural claim. For

example, Flat Earthers often cite scriptural references to

the “ends of the earth” and declare that Scripture is clear

about the earth being flat. However, all you need to do

is look up photos of the earth from space, and you will

quickly see that the earth is very, very round.

For many of us, it’s so much easier to know what is

not truth than what is. We can say confidently, “I’m not

sure what truth is, but I know that’s not it.” The scientific

method works in exactly the same way. We come up with

some hypothesis of what could be true, and we test it

through experience. Every time we fail, we get a little bit

closer to truth, because we can say, “That wasn’t it.” When

it comes to the ways we read Scripture and live out our

lives as people of faith, as well as the ways we are trans-

formed through that faith and become witness bearers,

we can more easily look back and say, “Nope, not Truth,”

than we can say definitively, “I’ve arrived at Truth.”

One way to look at our journey toward God and truth

is that it is a process of becoming. I wonder if that’s why

the fruits of the Spirit that Paul talks about in Galatians

5 are things that can be experienced, rather than fact-

checked: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness,

faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control. Each of these

things can be witnessed; they’re the results of the work of

truth and of God in our lives. We should be able to wit-

ness these things in our sexual lives, too.

This is not to say that we only come to truth through
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experience. Nor is it to say that truth is individualistic or

subject to personal whim. Obviously, at least within the

Christian tradition, we believe that the Bible holds some

authority in helping us arrive at truth, and we hold that

belief with a great deal of seriousness. But we must be

able to acknowledge when we get things wrong, espe-

cially when it comes to the ways that we read Scripture,

including Scripture that deals with sex and sexuality. The

lenses and the biases that we each bring to Scripture play

a significant role in the way we understand the stories.

Our personal, subjective lenses are inescapable, regard-

less of how often people in some branches of the church

argue that they’ve arrived at “objectivity.” Our lenses can

cloud our vision or clarify it. In the same way we identify

an incorrect eyeglasses prescription, experience is how

we discover that our scriptural lenses need adjusting.

Experience allows us to return to Scripture we inter-

preted in the past and say, “I thought this meant one thing,

but it turns out to mean something else. Let’s try this

again.”

We’re human, we mess things up, we try our hardest

to get things right, and sometimes we fail. We claim to

be divinely guided but discover that we just really, really,

really want to be correct. And, unfortunately, especially if

we are in positions of power, we use Scripture deliber-

ately to control others and impose our own agendas.

A SINGLE MEANING?

Let’s return to the central question of this chapter: Do the

Christian Scriptures teach rigid black-and-white rules

around sex and sexuality? Does the Bible present one

clear Truth on the matter?

The people who taught me about sex and sexuality

when I was growing up would say, “Yes, absolutely. Scrip-

ture is all about black-and-white rules. All our teachings
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about sex and sexuality come directly from Scripture.”

But my response is to keep questioning and ask, “Where?”

The answer is more complicated than it seems at first.

Sex is everywhere in the Bible. We don’t have to be bib-

lical scholars to look at the text and recognize that dif-

ferent kinds of sex are everywhere within the Bible:

polyamory, sex with family members, sex outside of any

form of commitment. Some Christians pay the most

attention to lists of prohibitions—all the verses that say,

“This is wrong.” In those lists, we come across the word

fornication often. Sometimes “sexual immorality” is sub-

stituted, but most often the word is fornication—a word

that just sounds vulgar.

Here’s where things get complicated. The Greek word

that gets translated to fornication is porneia, which shares

the same root as the word pornography in modern English.

“Fornication” typically has a specific meaning in English

today: sexual intimacy between unmarried people. Yet, in

some churches, the meaning is subject to the whims of

whoever is defining it, sometimes serving as a catchall for

any kind of sexual activity they don’t like—masturbation,

for example. Porneia, similarly, has been used by people

through the years to mean any number of forbidden sex-

ual activities; yet its meaning is hotly contested and has

been for a very long time.

Some scholars argue that porneia has a vast, complex

meaning, encompassing any kind of sex that falls outside

of a marriage covenant. These people acknowledge that

when these verses were originally written, porneia may

have had a more specific meaning related to cult-based

sex workers. But they say church tradition has broadened

that original meaning to include all kinds of “sexual

immorality,” with more and more being included in that

definition every day. Other scholars argue that the mean-

ing of porneia is actually pretty specific: temple- and cult-
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based sex work and incest. These people say that there’s

actually no indication that the definition of porneia should

be broadened to mean premarital sex or any of the other

sexual behaviors that often get thrown into the categories

of sexual immorality or fornication.

The specifics of these arguments aren’t crucial to our

purposes here. If you’re curious about these distinctions,

by all means, type “porneia” into any academic search

engine and get stuck in a research hole for days on end. As

with most scriptural interpretation, you can choose your

own adventure. What’s important for our conversation is

the realization that porneia is an ambiguous term with at

least six different use cases in the New Testament, each

meaning something different. For example, in Acts 15:20,

the word appears to be referring to sexuality in idol wor-

ship; in 1 Corinthians 5:1, it seems to mean incest; and in

1 Corinthians 6, it seems to be referencing sex work. Yet

each of these times, the word used in most English trans-

lations is “fornication” or “sexual immorality.”

Most scholars agree that porneia is a word that wasn’t

very common at the time the New Testament books were

being written in the first and second centuries, so we have

to use context clues. Yet different scholars use different

clues. If you wonder how individual Christian denom-

inations can communicate such mixed messages about

sexual ethics, one answer is that they’re choosing among

many different ways to interpret porneia.

Given the fact that porneia is hard to define, all sorts of

people—scholars, theologians, pastors, random people in

the faith club—are currently arguing about the meaning

of porneia. The sides usually align with the larger value

systems of those doing the arguing. Of course, it’s prob-

lematic to think that each of us is just picking and choos-

ing the interpretation we prefer, but I think there is

something beautiful about the open space created by the
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ambiguous language of the Bible. It’s almost as if the

authors specifically chose words that had some breadth of

meaning. It’s almost as if the Bible wasn’t written to be a

list of moralistic rules and instead is a collection of books

that bear witness to the indwelling of Truth in our world.

Since the meaning of porneia changes based on who’s

talking about it, we can see there is no single way of

understanding what “sexual immorality” or “sexual

morality” references in Scripture. And because we’re ulti-

mately seeking to assess the values we were given in

childhood and perhaps develop a different set of sexual

values, this is good news.

When we read that we must “flee from sexual immoral-

ity” (back to 1 Corinthians 6:18), we now see that “sexual

immorality” is based on a term that theologians and ordi-

nary people haven’t been able to agree on for a good

chunk of history. When faith leaders cite this verse and

others like it to argue that the Bible teaches a particular,

rigid set of rules around sexual ethics, and when they

point to such verses and say, “See, it’s right here; the Bible

is clear,” these leaders are not doing justice to the text or

the truth.

Now when we ask, “Is this true? Is it true that the Bible

is clear and unambiguous in defining sexual immorality?”

we can arrive at a pretty clear response: “No. The Bible is

broad and deep in its complexity and open to more than

one interpretation of its meaning, especially around sex-

uality.”

BEARING GOOD FRUIT

Given all we understand about the Bible’s ambiguity, the

passages about porneia are warning us about something. It’s

clear that Paul and the other New Testament writers take

sex seriously and that they’re calling us to take sex seri-

ously as well.
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As we have already discussed, we don’t have to look

far to see the risk for harm inherent in sex and sexuality,

whether that be sexual shame from purity culture,

LGBTQ people being named unclean, rape culture, or

general everyday heartbreak. The list goes on and on. We

also don’t have to look far to see the deep goodness and

beauty inherent in sex and sexuality. The Bible’s authors

do not shy away from acknowledging the profound

impact sex can have.

Yet, while acknowledging that sex has impact, we also

must be able to hold what we’ve been taught about sex

and sexuality to the standard of bearing good fruit. For so

many of us, the witness these teachings bear doesn’t result

in love, joy, peace, and all the other things Paul describes

as good fruit. Instead, we’ve been left with separation,

judgment, and shame. It seems that, for a wide variety of

people, the normative “biblical” sexual ethic we’ve been

handed by our tradition isn’t working. We’re at the cusp

of something new, and we’re seeing the harm that has

been done. We see that our own experiences don’t bear

witness to truth, and the positive fruits of following absti-

nence or purity culture just aren’t there. Now what?

We’ve spent some time exploring the supposed source

of common Christian teachings about sex and sexuality,

but we need to dig a little deeper. In the next chapter, we

will turn to another lie that often gets misplaced in Scrip-

ture but has much more to do with Western culture and

the development of the restrictive sexual ethic many of

our churches bought into for centuries.
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CHAPTER 5.

“GOD INVENTED PATRIARCHY”

As a young boy, I had a simple understanding of the rela-

tionships and spheres of women and men: I knew that the

men around me seemed to fear and avoid women, except

in specific circumstances. Because of that, I learned that

women held a lot of power. The men in my church were

always joking about having to check in with the “ol’ ball

and chain,” suggesting that their own happiness hinged

upon how happy their mothers or wives were at any given

moment. Simultaneously, I discovered that any woman’s

power and autonomy could be snatched away with a firm

word from a man. It was all fun and (demeaning) jokes

until a man didn’t get what he wanted; then the woman in

question was required to submit.

These power relationships, I was taught, were based on

the Bible, and the men around me had the verses to prove

it. All the men in my community seemed to be both terri-

fied and transfixed by the women around us, which often

determined the way they expressed their sexuality.

In adolescence, my straight friends started to show a

strange fascination with women and girls. What had once

been scary and taboo became arousing. I watched as the

guys around me began to realize that there was some-

thing about women they really liked—a lot of things, in
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fact. I also watched as many of my friends began to resent

their new feelings and the young women who inspired

them. Suddenly, guys’ bodies reacted to these beings they

had previously been told to avoid, to fear, to call “gross,”

or to exert dominance over “like boys do.” An uncomfort-

able cognitive dissonance emerged, in which these guys

were both desperately attracted to and fearful of the same

young women. They both loved and hated their new rela-

tionships with women. And it soon became clear that

most of the older men around me had never quite gotten

over their resentment of women’s apparent power over

their feelings, even after they got married.

Many of us grew up in communities where women

were tolerated, preyed upon, talked and joked about,

fetishized, pitied, and silenced. The involuntary reactions

men felt in their bodies were exaggerated to excuse other

kinds of “involuntary” actions, such as rape. The reason-

ing went something like this: if arousal is involuntary,

the actions that flow from arousal must be involuntary,

or uncontrollable, as well. At the very least, it’s all some-

one else’s fault—her fault. Thus, women were blamed for

men’s actions, furthering both fear and fascination. I

believe this complex and difficult situation for young men

and women was the result of deeply held but ultimately

false beliefs about biblical manhood, biblical woman-

hood, and biblical sexuality.

GENDER HIERARCHY

The norms of sexual expression in our society are rooted

in the fear, oppression, and control of women, otherwise

known as gender hierarchy or patriarchy. Women have

been oppressed and controlled by men in many cultures

for thousands of years. Societies were built on this false

principle as far back as the second millennium BCE.1

Some biblical scholars argue that this hierarchy is God-
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ordained, biological, and illustrated by the obvious phys-

ical differences between men and women. Those with

this viewpoint say things like “Men are clearly designed

to provide, and women to tend.” These ideas are deeply

rooted in our society’s psyche and structures, but they are

just a set of lies we call patriarchy.

Our own modern American culture (and most of West-

ern civilization) is also built on patriarchy, and our com-

mon readings of Scripture hinge on this lie in ways that

we are only beginning to understand.

We cannot have a conversation about sex and sexuality

without acknowledging the lie of patriarchy and the ways

it shapes so much in our lives, from religion to politics. In

her book Moral Combat: How Sex Divided American Chris-

tians and Fractured American Politics, R. Marie Griffith out-

lines how views of gender roles are responsible for much

of the conflict in our political systems. The division

between “liberal” and “traditional” values often can be

boiled down to views on gender.

As a gay cisgender man,2 I am aware of the irony of

my writing about the topic of patriarchy. It is absolutely

essential for me to acknowledge patriarchy in this book,

but because of my personal context and identity, I will do

this inadequately. So let’s be as clear as we can about the

unclear territory we’re in. In this chapter, I won’t try to

define and prescribe, but instead will describe what I’ve

witnessed as a man swimming in the murky, pervasive

waters of patriarchy and listening to the women swim-

ming bravely against the currents around me. I hope I

have listened and observed well and that I can point us

all toward the work of the women who are reclaiming

their stories and their bodies. Ultimately, we all need to

be looking toward feminist, womanist, and mujerista lead-

ers as they show us the way forward against patriarchy.3
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LEARNING TO FIGHT

My friend Luke tells a story of his dad trying to teach

him how to fight when he was little. His father showed

him how to put his arms up to protect his face. As Luke

focused intently on making sure his dad couldn’t get a jab

toward his face, his dad would go for his gut, and Luke

would fall over, laughing, “That’s not fair!”

Luke didn’t particularly enjoy this play-fighting with

his dad, and he told his father that he didn’t need to learn

how to fight because he didn’t intend to fight anyone.

Luke was pretty convinced, even as a kid, that he would

never be faced with a need to defend himself physically.

He protested, “I can talk my way out of it!” (He now tells

me he has—every time.)

His dad let up but then said, “You’re going to need to

learn this someday, if not for yourself, then to protect

your wife.”

The message was clear: even if Luke never needed to

defend himself, he would definitely need to know how

to fight, just in case anyone ever threatened his future

wife or girlfriend. His father explained, “That’s because

women are weak and men are God-ordained protectors.”

While Luke was learning how to fight, my friend Rachel

was learning how to dress. She remembers hearing con-

versation after conversation about being “modest.” Mod-

esty was the ultimate concern determining what she and

her sisters wore, and it came up almost every time they

went into a store. They had to be very sure that they

weren’t “causing their brothers to stumble.” The modesty

message was just as clear for them as the fighting message

was for Luke, but no less frustrating: men are weak when

it comes to their sexual drives, so it is up to women to

protect them. Women’s job of safeguarding everyone’s

virtue was considered God-ordained as well.

These stories were familiar to me and reminded me
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of my own childhood. Thinking about all the ideas and

ideals I had absorbed as a child and adolescent, I decided

to explore more deeply what other friends and acquain-

tances had learned. I sat down with a small group and

posed the question: What is the biggest lie you were told

about sex and sexuality as a kid?

“That my sexuality is dangerous,” my friend Jennifer

responded, as she sipped a frothy cocktail.

It was a Saturday afternoon in March, a particularly

beautiful time of year in Seattle, and we were overlooking

the sunlit waters of Puget Sound as we talked. Jennifer is

finishing up her PhD in theology and ethics, and her work

focuses on reframing feminist theology in light of recent

women’s movements.

Jennifer continued, “Women have been told that men

don’t really have any control over their desires and that

keeping ourselves safe and them safe means knowing

how to hold our sexuality back or negating it altogether.”

It sounded very close to what my sisters had been told.

“Yes! Yes, yes, yes.” My friend Kj was nodding her head

vigorously.

Kj has a PhD in theology, imagination, and the arts and

focused her research on feminist theology, literature, and

pop culture. She is also my boss. “I was taught implic-

itly that I had no say over my sexuality, and it was up

to other people—mostly men—to tell me what sex is for.

The message was that women and girls could only dis-

cover sexuality in the context of being pursued by a man.

Any sexual feelings of your own could only be expressed

in marriage, with the approval and guidance of your hus-

band. The idea that females might actually desire sex for

pleasure was nowhere to be found.”

At this point, my friend Alex was nodding his head,

too. Alex holds a master’s degree in theology and culture,

and I graduated with him. Alex started describing his first
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“real” sustained romantic relationship, which happened

in his early twenties. “I know this sounds so strange, but

it really threw me for a loop when I realized that she actu-

ally wanted me as much as I wanted her. I hadn’t been

taught how to respond to a woman having desire.”

I heard several loud groans in agreement, and everyone

started talking at once. I recalled having been told by

a professor that in Western psychology, women weren’t

even widely acknowledged to have sexual desire until the

last fifty years or so. This realization probably could have

been made earlier if any of the men doing the research

had thought to ask (or listen to) women themselves.

Jennifer put it this way: “We’ve been told and have

believed for so long that men are producers of knowledge

and that women are consumers of knowledge. Women

haven’t been able to share their experiences, or when they

have shared, they’ve been told it’s invalid. This is a double

whammy, because when women are told their sexuality

isn’t valid, they internalize that conclusion and begin

doubting whether their experiences are authentic.”

Later that same evening, I went to a birthday party for

my friend Lauren. The party was at a massive German

alehouse, the kind that serves beer in elaborate steins. The

Seattle Sounders were playing against Vancouver, and it

seemed like every soccer fan in the Pacific Northwest had

converged upon the bar to watch the game.

I sat next to Lauren, and we tried to have a conversa-

tion, yelling over the noise of the soccer game and contin-

ually being interrupted by loud cheers. Lauren is finishing

up her PhD in Christian social ethics with a concentra-

tion in women’s and gender studies. I’m particularly

interested in her work because she’s researching how

women and LGBTQ folk develop moral agency under the

constraints of evangelical purity culture. Lauren had just
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written a paper about female desire and was sharing some

of her findings with me.

She asked me, “Have you heard the phrase, ‘Close your

eyes and think of England’?” I hadn’t. “It’s sex advice

women were given back in the Victorian Era, with the

assumption that women wouldn’t actually enjoy sexual

experiences. They were told to shut their eyes tight and

think of something pleasant, like England.”

I shook my head. “Oh, my.”

Lauren is also researching early church literature about

female masturbation. She explained to me that we’ve been

taught that women throughout the ages, but especially

in the Victorian Era through the early twentieth century,

were nonsexual beings. I nodded my head, remembering

messages I heard in youth groups and from pulpits that

were their own versions of “Close your eyes and think

of England.” Even today, many faith communities believe

that sex is something for women to endure, not enjoy—an

obligation for procreation.

“But,” Lauren said, “I’ve been going back through and

reading about letters sent between lovers—especially

during wartime, when couples had to survive painful,

long separations—and they’re incredibly sexual. It seems

that churches have been projecting a cultural ideal of

what they want to be true of those women back onto

history. Maybe a lot of women were having to endure

sex, but there were also a lot of women who wanted and

enjoyed sex as well.”

What I’ve learned from conversations like these is that

our religious traditions have taught us that sexuality has

to look a certain way. This is rooted not in Scripture, but

in a belief that gender hierarchies have to fit a particu-

lar structure, a belief that deeply damages every single

one of us.
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CONSTRICTED BY TRADITION

We’re only beginning to deconstruct the ways gender

hierarchy influences and constrains us, both personally

and globally. The lie of patriarchy undergirds all of the

messages we’ve absorbed about what sexuality must look

like, and it creates a severely limited view of both sex and

sexuality that is unsustainable.

Sexuality must be expressed only as heterosexuality.

Sex must be procreative.

The man must initiate sex, and the woman must oblige.

Sex must happen only within marriage.

It must, it must, it must—the “musts” have imprisoned

us in countless ways, as we’ve refused to see the diversity,

breadth, and depth of our innate sexuality.

Or our lack of sexuality. There are people in our world

who do not experience sexual attraction, and I feel it’s

important to acknowledge this as well. Experiences of

sexual attraction and romantic attraction are not univer-

sally experienced, and our asexual and aromantic siblings

are often condemned for this. My friend Alejandra is one

of those people. I posed the same question to her: “What

is the biggest lie you were told about sex and sexuality as

a kid?”

“That everybody is straight,” she replied. We were in a

coffee shop, and Alejandra stared over my head, remem-

bering. “Once I began to realize my desires weren’t for

men, everything I had been told about sex and sexuality

started to break down for me. And then I realized that sex

drives are different from attraction, and that attraction

is different from being romantic. I don’t actually think I

have those kinds of desires.”

Alejandra identifies as queer, romantically attracted

toward women, but on the asexual spectrum, meaning

she doesn’t experience sexual attraction. “I don’t feel a
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strong desire for a relationship and definitely don’t want

to have sex. That seems to weird a lot of people out.”

“Some people insist that asexuality only exists because

of trauma,” she added. “They’ll ask invasive questions

about whether I was abused as a kid and seem to believe

that if I go to enough therapy, if I do enough work, then

my issue will be resolved and suddenly I’ll start experi-

encing sexual and romantic desire, like they do. We’re

told there’s something wrong with us and that we need to

be fixed.”

Clearly, the diversity present within humanity is

broader and deeper than many even imagine, and patri-

archy seems to have impacted every bit.

LEARNING TO LISTEN

In our faith communities, women’s voices have histori-

cally been missing from our discussions of sexuality—and

in many ways continue to be silenced. Instead, sexuality

has been framed, culturally, morally, and historically, to

favor a very particular view of sex—a view that places

men hierarchically over women and favors male expres-

sions of sexuality.

In her book The Birth of Pleasure, ethicist and psychol-

ogist Carol Gilligan poignantly outlines a process that

begins in early adolescence when young women start to

realize that to fit comfortably and safely in society, they

must silence their voices: “In adolescence, girls often dis-

cover or fear that if they give voice to vital parts of them-

selves, their pleasure and their knowledge, they will

endanger their connections with others and with the

world at large.”4

Gilligan argues that this happens to men, too, but

instead of learning to suppress their voices, they learn

how to suppress tenderness and care. “Masculinity often

implies a willingness on the part of boys to stand alone
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and forego relationships, whereas femininity connotes a

girl’s willingness to compromise herself for the sake of

relationship.”5

Every single person I’ve spoken with in researching this

topic has reinforced Gilligan’s point when, at some point

in our conversation, they have said, “Patriarchy hurts

men, too.”

My message as it relates to sexuality and shame is that

patriarchy harms us deeply in, among others, the ways

it seeks to dictate what is acceptable and unacceptable

regarding sexuality. For anyone who falls outside what

is considered acceptable, this causes incredible amounts

of shame. We may think, “There’s something wrong with

me,” and only years later realize that the desires we hold,

or don’t hold, are God-given, and what is actually wrong

is something deeply embedded within our culture. We

need to find ways to heal.

I will end this chapter by deferring to the many women

who are writing, speaking, and dedicating their lives to

the work of dismantling the lie of patriarchy—allowing

them to speak to the specifics of how we go about healing.

There’s a list of their works in the resources section at the

end of the book. Each of us must learn to listen to those

who have been told they must lose their voice to sur-

vive in our world. It’s not a matter of “giving them their

voice back,” because they’re already speaking. It’s our job

to search those voices out, see those voices as valid, tell

them they’re important, and then listen, and listen, and

listen.
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CHAPTER 6.

“QUEERNESS IS SINFUL”

When I was fifteen, I came out to my parents. They imme-

diately began researching ways to help me and quickly

found resources from organizations called Exodus Inter-

national and Focus on the Family, which promised that I

would be able to change my “same-sex attractions” with

enough willpower, prayer, and instruction. And then my

education began.

One of the first things I learned was not to identify

myself as my sexual orientation. I was not “gay.” I was

“same-sex attracted” or “SSA.” I learned to keep this

attraction mostly a secret, but when I had to talk about it,

I would frame my sexuality as a struggle, telling a friend

that I “struggled with homosexuality.” If I were to identify

myself using a word like gay, then, according to the pro-

gram I was following, I was giving myself over to my sin

and preventing the work of Christ in my life.

I lived like this for years, trying to bargain with God

to change me so I would no longer be drawn toward the

guys around me. I wanted to be “normal.” I tried to dream

of marrying a girl, of someday having a family. I believed

that this was God’s will for my life because my church

and family had taught me that it was God’s will for every
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young man: Grow up. Go to college. Meet a girl. Get mar-

ried. Have a family.

When I was bargaining with God, I cut my sexuality

off, consciously suppressing all desire. Every seemingly

effeminate tendency I saw in myself, I attempted to

change, paying close attention to the way I walked, the

way I talked, and the way I used my hands when I spoke.

Slowly, this suppression began to take a toll on my emo-

tional life, as I was constantly crafting a false self that

lived behind a broad smile and quick laughter. I was turn-

ing away, hiding because of all the shame I felt.

Eventually, noticing that my attractions weren’t chang-

ing despite constant prayer, I gave up all hope of being

in a relationship. I didn’t feel it would be fair to lead any

woman on, knowing that I wasn’t attracted to her, but a

relationship with a man was still out of the question. I

resigned myself to being single, taking to heart the apos-

tle Paul’s assurance that the celibate life was a more holy

life anyway.

FREEDOM IN CHRIST?

I was taken in by the lie—which is all too common in

many of our church communities—that queerness is sin-

ful. This lie encompasses so much, from the belief that it

is a sin to identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual, or queer (or

any of the other labels we now use to describe our sex-

ual orientations) to the belief that identifying as any of

the letters is OK as long as you don’t act on those feel-

ings. This lie focuses almost exclusively on sex, although

debates around marriage can get wrapped up in it as well.

People who are advocates for the lie that queerness is

sinful—along with advocates for patriarchy—argue that

sex between men and women is part of the natural order

of the universe and anything outside of that is a funda-

mental perversion of God’s order. We can either choose
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to live according to what is natural and godly, which will

lead to flourishing and fulfillment, or choose something

else, which will lead to destruction and emptiness.

The faith communities I was a part of reiterated all the

arguments, explaining that God “clearly” designed men

and women to “go together,” and any deviance from this

was against God and, using the language of Leviticus, an

abomination. Not only would I be subject to the fires of

hell if I were to follow my sinful desires, but I would also

reap the consequences within my own body. This teach-

ing led me to fear my sexuality and my body, pushing me

further and further into isolation.

Proponents of the lie about queerness suggest that

there are specific environments, such as straight mar-

riages, in which humans fundamentally flourish and

other environments, like queer marriages, that lead to

destruction. This teaching is common in Christian theol-

ogy. But when I look back at the ten years I spent sup-

pressing and hiding my sexuality, I can’t help but wonder

what flourishing is supposed to look like in this context.

I followed the advice of my parents, pastors, and theolo-

gians by centering my life on everything they told me was

pleasing to God. The resulting shame, isolation, fear, and

psychological dis-integration didn’t feel like flourishing

in any sense of the word, despite all assurances from my

Christian friends that I was following a difficult but godly

path.

Regardless of how I felt, regardless of the adverse

effects of this anti-gay, anti-queer theology on my life, I

was allegedly free. I believed that to turn away from these

teachings and pursue a life that felt more freeing, more

integrated, and healthier was to buy into worldly decep-

tion and chains. In other words, according to my spiri-

tual mentors, what felt like chains at the time was actually

freedom, and what felt like freedom was actually chains.
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A paradox exists in the teachings I was trying so hard

to believe and live by. Freedom in Christ may not feel like

freedom, those lessons implied. In fact, it can feel exactly

the opposite.

“YOUR CROSS TO BEAR”

“I’m sorry this is so hard for you, but it’s just your cross to

bear. We each have our own crosses in life.”

I’ve often been told something like this, ostensibly to

ease my burden. Many believe that the Christian life isn’t

easy and that suffering is to be expected. Each person has

certain struggles, or “crosses,” to bear, and those can help

us feel closer to Jesus. My mother, for example, taught me

that none of us get through life without certain sins that

plague us. She told me that her cross was pride. For oth-

ers, it could be alcoholism, lying, worrying, or lust. Mine

appeared to be homosexuality. The key was not to over-

identify with these struggles, but instead to hand them

over to Christ and let the struggles shape us into the like-

ness of Jesus.

Biblical passages that equate suffering and hardship to

future glory are common, including the apostle Paul’s

“thorn in the flesh” (2 Corinthians 12:7) and his teaching

in Romans 8, which proclaims, “Our present sufferings

are not worth comparing with the glory that will be

revealed in us” (v. 18). Christian theology suggests that

following Jesus will inevitably result in suffering, and that

will eventually lead to true freedom. We are taught to

rejoice in our suffering, because it produces perseverance,

character, and hope. It is what shapes us into the likeness

of Jesus—the fire that produces the fruits of the Spirit.

Even now, I don’t doubt these teachings. Some of the

most beautiful experiences in my life were born in peri-

ods of struggle and pain. There are moments in life that

feel like death, but the act of dying brings about abundant
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newness. This is the nature of the universe, reflected in

the death and resurrection of Jesus on the cross.

The argument for some human suffering is simple:

struggling with one’s sexuality might feel like a form of

torture or death, but it is nothing more than what Jesus

calls every person to.

But some people take the call to suffering a step further,

warning that even identifying as part of the LGBTQ com-

munity or as having a sexual orientation other than het-

erosexual is to implicitly reject the work of Jesus on the

cross and step fully into sin, a state that is intolerable.

People in my faith community told me the same thing,

using Paul’s list of sins in 1 Corinthians 6 to argue that by

calling myself gay, I’m slapping God in the face and blas-

pheming against the work of Jesus on the cross. In some

modern translations of the Bible, 1 Corinthians includes

“homosexuality” in a list of sins.

“If we deliberately keep on sinning after we have

received the knowledge of the truth,” say some modern

ministers, quoting Hebrews 10, “no sacrifice for sins is

left.” Proponents of this argument are making a grave,

even deadly, error that reveals their blindness to their

own sin. In fact, they are doing precisely the opposite of

what they claim. They are denying that Jesus offers abun-

dant life to what we might call sexual minorities, driving

us away from faith communities, and binding us to dark-

ness and death.

For people struggling with their sexuality, the “free-

dom” peddled by those who claim orthodoxy has consis-

tently come with profoundly negative effects, including

depression and suicidal ideation. Yet people who hold

traditional views ignore this reality, arguing that any suf-

fering we might experience now will matter very little

when compared with the reward waiting in heaven for

the one who chooses the narrow path. There is a certain
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stubbornness built into this mind-set: as long as you are

following a traditional understanding of Scripture, it

doesn’t matter what the results are, even if they are

deadly.

A NEW STORY

The idea that queer sex and queer relationships are inher-

ently sinful comes from about six verses scattered

throughout the Bible. I don’t want to get into parsing

those verses here, for two reasons: First, the meaning of

these verses is even more hotly contested than the mean-

ing of porneia, discussed in chapter 4. Second, plenty of

books and essays are still being written about the mis-

translations and misunderstandings of these six verses,

and we don’t have the space to do them justice here. The

resources section at the end of this book lists sources of

more information.

For our purposes, it is enough to point out that the

traditional interpretations of these verses aren’t the only

interpretations that are faithful to the text. Furthermore,

when we look at the fruit borne by traditional teachings

about queerness in the lives of LGBTQ people, we can

clearly and conclusively say, “This is not true.” Just as we

can learn from the witness of women as they share with

the world the harmful results of restrictive and patriar-

chal sexual ethics, we can learn by listening to the wit-

ness of LGBTQ people as we share about the damage that

non-affirming interpretations of Scripture have had on

our lives.

But sometimes saying simply, “This is not true,” isn’t

enough to banish shame without providing an alternative

interpretation. We need a new narrative—and thankfully,

we can find that narrative right within the Bible itself.

In the second creation myth found in Genesis, after

God created the universe, God formed a person out of
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the dust of the earth. I like to picture how carefully God

did this, spending time getting every detail right, metic-

ulously crafting this person’s nose, their eyes, imagining

how each part will work, maybe chuckling a little bit

while dreaming about all the silly antics they’re going to

get up to while living in the garden.

Once everything was perfect, God breathed into this

ha-’adam, literally translated as “earth creature,” and the

creature came to life. Biblical scholar Phyllis Trible points

out that while most of our Scripture translations today

use he/him pronouns for this earth creature, in the orig-

inal Hebrew the ha-’adam is undifferentiated.1 It is not

accurate to say that the “man” or Adam was created first,

because Genesis doesn’t begin distinguishing gender until

later in the story. The first human was gender expansive,

gender inclusive, genderless.

God planted a garden for this earth creature and began

showing it off to them—the trees and the rivers, the pre-

cious stones, and the delicious food all around and avail-

able for them to eat. While God was showing off all this

perfection, God’s face fell. Something wasn’t quite right.

God looked at the earth creature and realized that they

didn’t have a companion. There was no one for this earth

creature to be with, and God declared something “not

good” for the first time.

You see, up until this point, God had looked around

at everything she’d created and had given herself a little

nod of approval.2 “Yes, this is very good,” she’d said after

making the sun, the moon, water, and all the animals. I

often laugh at this part of the story, because isn’t this what

we all do? Anytime we create something we’re particu-

larly proud of, exercising all our creative gifts, we usually

take a step back and look at it, muttering something like,

“Yeah, this is pretty amazing. I love this!” Up until this

point in the Genesis narrative, God was simply reveling
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in her handiwork, excited to show it all off. But when God

realized that the earth creature was alone, she changed

her tune, declaring somewhat dramatically, I imagine,

“This will not do. This is not good.”

The story reveals a fundamental truth about humanity

that science continues to confirm again and again:

humans are wired for interaction, for companionship. As

recent discoveries in neurobiology show us, and as ther-

apists have been telling us for decades, we cannot survive

without the presence and love of other human beings.

Personhood cannot be formed without other persons. We

are entirely dependent on communication with others for

our brains to develop. As God realized at the dawn of cre-

ation, it is not good for humans to be alone.

In the next scene of the story, God took the earth crea-

ture and showed off all of the animals that she had cre-

ated. The two turned it into a game, as God let the earth

creature name each and every one of these animals. I

imagine the both of them laughing and playing as God

said, “Look at this one! And over there—how about that

one?” At the same time, there was a little bit of a frantic

search, a tiny feeling of discontent in the garden. Things

still weren’t right.

As animal after animal got a name, fewer and fewer

remained to be considered for the role of the perfect com-

panion for the earth creature. I imagine the earth crea-

ture, after giving the last animal a name, looked at God

and asked, “That’s it?” God slowly dropped her head and

nodded, “Yes, that’s it.” The search for the right kind of

companion to take away the earth creature’s loneliness

was over, and no one was suitable.

Some people hear this story and are quick to say, “Wait,

but the human wasn’t alone! God was beside them, and

perhaps a dog, maybe a cat or two.” For many of us, that’s

not aloneness; that’s a recipe for a pretty fulfilling life.
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Even so, as God and the earth creature walked away

from a day of naming and searching, things in the garden

still weren’t right. The human was still alone, feeling a

kind of aloneness not even God’s presence could fill, let

alone a dog or a cat. The earth creature needed someone

else, in addition to God and other living beings. Things

on earth weren’t going to be good until this someone else

was found.

We all know the rest of the story. God cast a sleepy

spell on the earth creature and formed a woman out of

the earth creature’s side. It is when the earth creature

wakes up that we see gender appear for the first time in

the Bible: man and woman, Adam and Eve. In each of the

creation stories found in Genesis, the genders are distin-

guished at the exact same time.

“At last!” Adam said, relieved, “There’s someone like

me! Bone of my bones, flesh of my flesh!” Notice, that

after all this hubbub of naming and searching, the com-

panion that the human needed was someone similar. As

biblical scholar James Brownson says, it is not the differ-

ence between man and woman that is highlighted in this

narrative, it is similarity.3 The story goes to great lengths

to show that the companion was good because the com-

panion was the same as the earth creature.

SACRED SPECIFICITY

We see in the Genesis 2 creation story an essential truth

about the nature of human relationships that some the-

ologians call “sacred specificity.” For humans to thrive

and flourish, they need to be in particular relationships

with particular other humans. This is a point that I think

is often missed, but we see it reinforced again and again,

throughout Scripture and in everyday life. Humans need

to be in relationship to others, but not just any relation-

ship will do. The earth creature needed a companion, so
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God created Adam and Eve, together. The earth creature

was transformed into Adam and Eve, particular humans

created to be in relationship with each other.

This idea that not just any relationship will do for each

of us is found throughout Scripture. There’s something

specific in the relationships between, say, Ruth and

Naomi, David and Jonathan, Jesus and his disciples, or

Christ and the church that allows each person to flourish

in particular ways. We see this even in the way that the

Christian concept of salvation is traditionally described.

Not just any relationship will lead to salvation, but it is

only a relationship with Jesus that allows us to step into

new life.

The specificity of a particular relationship leads to the

flourishing of those in the relationship, and this speci-

ficity is sacred. When we’re looking for an intimate part-

ner, someone to marry or enter into a sexual union with,

not just anybody will do. It takes someone special, some-

one who seems to be “made just for us.” Incredibly com-

plex psychological, biological, physical, and spiritual

processes are happening just underneath the surface

when people come together and become something more

through their relationship. This occurs not only in inti-

mate relationships but also in friendships, in business

partnerships, and in the collaborative creation of art, lit-

erature, and music. In each case, the particularity of each

person is important to the creation of the something

more.

CUTTING PERSONHOOD

As a result of the failure of every major ex-gay “ministry”

attempting to change people’s sexual orientation, many

churches have now accepted that sexual orientation

rarely, if ever, changes. But the guiding principle in many

traditional churches is still to name all same-sex sexual

90 MATTHIAS ROBERTS



and romantic activity as sinful. Many churches have

adopted a “welcoming but not affirming” approach that

requires queer people to take a vow of celibacy to stay

within the good graces of church fellowship. This

approach to queer people within church communities is

wreaking havoc upon millions of lives.

Let’s be clear-eyed about what’s happening in the name

of biblical “truth.” By holding firm to misinterpretations

of Scripture that declare homosexuality as sinful, forced

celibacy is peddled to sexual minorities as being God’s

“best.” This form of celibacy often leads queer people to

the opposite of relational flourishing; it leads to isolation,

depression, and suicide.

There is something deeply wrong in a theological

approach to queer people that denies them the possibility

of intimate relationships. By not attending to the sacred

specificity of sexual orientation—the relational wiring of

sexual minorities—people within the church are pushing

countless queer people toward death instead of life.

Denying anyone, not just sexual minorities, the possibil-

ity of intimate relationship cuts them off from the poten-

tial of relational flourishing in two ways.

First, since the particularity of sexuality is a core part

of our beings, and since we cannot box off just a portion

of ourselves without affecting the whole, removing even

the potential of intimate relationship begins the process

of removing someone from their self. Sexuality is tied to

our ability to love. When a particular sexual orientation

is labeled as “bad,” that message is impossible to separate

from an indictment of the person’s entire self. To say that

your sexuality is disordered is to say that your capacity

to give and receive relationship is disordered. Thus, the

process of depersonalization begins.

Instead of leaning into your true self—the reality of

your sexuality—a false self is constructed, which can take
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several forms. The most extreme form of the false self

is attempting to adopt an identity that is different from

reality. This was the goal of “ex-gay” ministries. Your false

self can also be constructed by attempting to quell any

and all sexual feelings and desire for relationship. Instead

of fostering a healthy and integrated sexuality, this is

forced asexuality, which causes a mind-body split and

often results in unhealthy ways of managing your sexual

feelings. No one can operate in a false self without dire

consequences.

Cutting ourselves off from any potential of intimate

relationship also cuts off our ability to understand and

communicate with ourselves, because any such attempt

is labeled as “bad” or “sinful.” In Christian households

advocating this position to sexual-minority teenagers, the

teenager has no choice but to operate out of a false self in

any relationship. As philosophers and theologians point

out, the moment a person begins suppressing their own

truth and reality, true relationship ceases. Instead, a fac-

simile of relationship begins, with the queer person pre-

tending to be someone they are not. The result is a

fracture at the core of their personhood. We no longer

are our true selves, but instead are a caricature of others’

expectations. We aren’t able to give love and have no out-

let for our sexuality. The internalized message becomes,

“I am not worthy of giving love.” We can see clearly how

shame is born here.

Second, cutting off our ability to give relationship also

cuts us off from our ability to receive relationship. A

precedent is established: “I must be something else to be

loved.” Instead of being celebrated and affirmed simply

for being ourselves, the message explicitly and implicitly

is, “I am not worthy of relationship unless I become

something different.” The roots of shame grow deeper

and more complex here.
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We see the results of this idea in much of queer culture

today—changing and twisting and warping ourselves to

be “worthy” of love and belonging. This is not a critique

of queer culture, but instead a critique of the systems that

have not allowed queer people to grow into healthy rela-

tionships. Instead of learning to rest in the outflowing of

love and belonging that should be present in all relation-

ships, we aren’t able to receive and accept what is being

offered. The internalized message becomes stronger: “I

am not worthy of receiving love.”

It’s important to note that the lie of patriarchy is deeply

intertwined with lies about queer sexuality. The two are

connected because queer sexuality is a threat to hierarchi-

cal gender roles. Unfortunately, being queer doesn’t elim-

inate the possibility that you will be a part of the problem.

Gender hierarchy and patriarchal ideals thrive in queer

culture, too, and often exist almost unchecked in gay male

culture.

As an aside, I must point out that there’s a difference

between the prohibition of queer relationships and peo-

ple choosing to be celibate for any number of reasons.

Prohibition also differs from someone having difficulty

finding a partner. Prohibitions are forced, whether

through explicit doctrines or subtle cultural and spiritual

cues. If we can all grow and develop in a space where our

capacity and desire for relationships, intimate and oth-

erwise, aren’t called into question, and then choose to be

single, that’s a whole different story. Shame won’t get a

stronghold in that kind of scenario. However, the two

cannot and must not be conflated. Arguments that high-

light the rich traditions of celibacy within our faith com-

munities or that use Paul’s writings about celibacy as

support for mandated celibacy based upon specific sexual

orientations are severely misguided. Freely chosen

celibacy may come from a place of health, while prohi-
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bition of sexual relationships on the grounds of who we

are attracted to leads to spiritual, psychological, and even

physical death.

POTENTIALITY

The above ideas can be summed up neatly: cutting off the

possibility of intimate relationship removes our potential-

ity. Potentiality is a fundamental part of human nature,

because as humans, we are continually becoming; we

never arrive. We always have the potential to flourish, but

not a guarantee. By eliminating the possibility of intimate

relationships, our ability to become and develop is also

removed.

As we have established, being cut off from intimate

relationship affects every other relationship in our lives.

The queer person, instead of learning how to flourish

within all forms of relationships, is removed from those

relationships entirely. Many of us inhabit a secret life

within a false self. This type of existence thwarts oppor-

tunities for development and leaves us in isolation and

loneliness. Instead of being drawn into community, we

are excluded, attempting to simultaneously hide our sex-

uality while presenting a false self to the world.

We thus experience aloneness at its darkest. We are iso-

lated, and isolation is inherently traumatizing and dan-

gerous. For the isolated queer person, almost every

moment is spent wondering how people will respond and

whether we are passing as “straight enough.” There is no

room for growth in these spaces, no movement outward.

Instead, a turning inward happens, and isolation often

leads to depression, anxiety, and suicide.

In the creation story of Genesis, we find a truth that we

can all bear witness to: it is not good for humans to be

alone. The aloneness in this story can be banished only

through intimate relationships with other humans. When
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institutions cut off our potential for intimate relation-

ship, shame emerges and fills the void, with disastrous

consequences.

If we were raised in an environment lacking intimate

relationships yet manage to survive, undoing our shame

takes years. We can fight shame only in the presence of

community; we need other people to come around us,

bearing witness as we speak the lies we learned about

ourselves, lies that we have internalized at our very cores.

As we speak those lies, our shame slowly loses its power.

The value of an affirming community cannot be under-

stated as we work to re-narrate the lies we have been

told about ourselves. Support can come in many forms,

including online support groups, affirming faith commu-

nities, and friendships. A good therapist well versed in

the combination of religious shame and the shame that

comes from being a sexual minority can be a guide and

companion in our healing.

In part 3 of this book, I offer a method for individuals

and communities who are working to support each other

and to deal with the shame that comes from lies about

biblical teachings related to sex and LGBTQ identities.

Notes

1. Phyllis Trible, God and the Rhetoric of Sexuality, Overtures to

Biblical Theology (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1978), 80.

2. As an active way to interrupt patriarchal constructions of

God, I’m choosing to use female pronouns for God in this

story.

3. James Brownson, Bible, Gender, Sexuality: Reframing the

Church’s Debate on Same-Sex Relationships (Grand Rapids:

Eerdmans, 2013), 26.
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PART III.

MOVING BEYOND SHAME:

THE PARADOXES OF SEX





CHAPTER 7.

PARADOX 1: SEX IS HEALTHY AND RISKY

Now that we’ve explored how we often respond to sexual

shame and looked at some of the lies we’ve been told

about sex and sexuality, we can turn to this question: How

do we begin to recover? I’ve talked to countless people

who want to take sex seriously—not in a restrictive, grave

way, but in a way that holds some intentionality. These

conversations often boil down to one main point: I want

to feel confident and free in the way I express my sex-

uality. Since sex is usually a relational act, we want to

hold concern and care for the people in our lives that we

choose to have sex with, and we want to do so in a way

that feels ethical and life-giving to all who are involved.

The struggle is about how we can be intentional around

sexual ethics without falling back into the same pit that

purity culture put us in—a pit of rules and regulations and

morality and shame. Is there a way to approach our sex

lives that allows us to engage in a way that not only avoids

moral prescriptions but also fights the very shame we’re

plagued with? I believe the best way to do that is to talk

about what sex is instead of what sex isn’t. For so long,

we’ve been told everything about what sex is not, what

sex shouldn’t be. It’s much less common to have conver-

sations about what sex is.
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So much of our sex lives is personal and particular,

based on each of our own contexts, and this fact makes

having a single, universal, one-size-fits-all sexual ethic

impossible to arrive at. Still, I believe sexuality contains

four paradoxes that, when acknowledged, help us chart

a path forward in our conversation on ethics and simul-

taneously help us understand our shame and thereby get

free of it. By understanding these paradoxes, we become

more equipped to handle our shame and figure out what

our core values are in the process. Once we know our

core values, we have ground from which to evaluate our

decisions. We can look at the choices we’re making and

ask, “Does this align with who I want to be?” Instead

of using coping mechanisms to deal with our shame, we

know our ground. We know where we stand.

And the beautiful thing about these paradoxes is that

they allow for fluidity. As we continue to have new expe-

riences—as we explore, as we enter relationships or exit

marriages, or as we discover that we’re attracted to differ-

ent sorts of people than we thought—of course what we

believe about sex and sexuality will change. Our frame-

work and ways of thinking need to be able to adjust, and

these paradoxes help with that. We’ll explore the para-

doxes in this chapter and the following three, starting

with the first paradox: sex is healthy and risky.

SEX IS HEALTHY

There’s no question about it: sex is healthy—and not just a

little bit healthy. From increasing levels of antibodies that

help fight sickness, to reducing depression, to making us

look younger, sex has been shown in study after study

to have profound effects on our physical and emotional

well-being. We are sexual beings, and having sex (with a

partner or on our own through masturbation) is good for

us. Sex is both healthy and positive. A sex-positive sexual
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ethic, built on the idea that sex is healthy, is a powerful

antidote to shame.

Of course, not all sex is good sex, not all sex is healthy,

and not all sexual experiences are positive. But our sex-

positive sexual ethic must begin with this premise: good

and healthy sex is possible in any number of scenarios.

Those of us who were taught restrictive and shame-

filled rules about sex may find even this basic definition

hard to grasp. If you’re feeling a bit uncomfortable just

reading these words, try holding the premise as a ques-

tion. What if sex is healthy? What if sex is a positive thing?

If these assumptions are true, how might that change the

ways you relate to your body and your sexuality? You

don’t have to accept my word for it; changing beliefs we

have grown up with takes time. Simply asking the ques-

tions is enough of a start.

For others, this may seem like a no-brainer. Obviously,

sex is good for us. We might not have any trouble explor-

ing our bodies, enjoying our partners’ bodies, and expe-

riencing pleasure. We might know the goodness that

having sex can bring, and it doesn’t take any convincing

for us to believe that sex has profoundly good and posi-

tive effects on our lives. If that’s you, great! This chapter

is for you, too.

Many of us grew up hearing that sex is dangerous. We

saw graphic illustrations about what happens to us when

we have sex and about how having sex would change us

forever. We imagined ourselves as chewed-up pieces of

gum, trampled roses, and mangled bits of paper. We were

told sex has the potential to ruin our lives, mar us beyond

recognition, make us undesirable to future partners, give

us any number of STIs, and possibly cause us to wind up

pregnant in the process. We’re not going to say that here.

The truth is, sex is healthy, and it is risky. Acknowledg-

ing the inherent risks involved in sexual behavior doesn’t
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diminish its positive nature; it is recognition of reality.

Despite all the goodness that sex can bring us, like most

things in life, it involves the potential for harm. And

because sex carries the potential for such health, for such

flourishing, it also contains all the elements to do the

opposite of those things, too.

Due to residual trauma, and I’m not throwing that

word around lightly, those of us who have come out of

conservative and restrictive backgrounds will often react

very strongly to anyone suggesting that sex might be dan-

gerous. Our antennas go up when we hear language and

messages similar to those we heard growing up. We bris-

tle. And you may be feeling that bristly feeling as you

read this. Don’t push those feelings away. Pay attention to

what comes up as I discuss the idea that sex is risky.

Note my choice of language. I imagine that we can all

agree that sex can certainly be used in dangerous ways, as

a means of exerting power and control. But, there’s noth-

ing about sex that is inherently dangerous. Some of our

work to overcome shame will be learning how to undo

the voice inside of us that tells us to stay away from sex,

to keep our distance, to calm the warning alarms that go

off any time we begin feeling arousal.

But, sex is risky. “Risky” simply means that it carries

risk. The distinction here between dangerous and risky is

crucial. Saying something is “dangerous” implies a certain

level of certainty that it will lead to destruction or harm,

but saying something is “risky” implies that we need to be

careful. Danger may be in the picture, but it’s not a sure

thing.

I go hiking with a group of friends about once a month.

Here in the Pacific Northwest, we are surrounded by trail

systems that range from easy to risky to downright dan-

gerous. While several people in the group are experienced

hikers, I’m not one of them. I refuse to buy hiking boots
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on principle, because I would rather not be one of those

people. You know the ones—they always carry Costco

packs of snack bars in their North Face backpacks and

are continually searching for their expensive eco-friendly

water bottles, which they left at brunch again. “No, these

Toms shoes are fine,” I say, pulling on my favorite shoes

that are more like slippers.

And for that exact reason, I only get invited on

the hikes for new people—the easy hikes. Even on

these reasonably simple hikes, we spend time before we

begin double-checking our gear, making sure everyone

has enough water, checking that we have enough food

with us to survive for a bit in case something goes wrong.

There’s nothing particularly dangerous about most of the

hikes, but we approach them with the understanding that

they are risky. Any time we venture out, we understand

that there’s the potential that something could go wrong.

Someone could get hurt, someone could get lost, we could

run into bears or mountain lions—and we prepare

accordingly.

Fortunately, nothing has gone wrong in all my years

on the trail, but even routine and easy ventures out into

the wild can turn into a survival situation at a moment’s

notice. This is because we are interacting with forces of

nature that are so much bigger than our individual selves.

Does this mean we shouldn’t go hiking? Does this mean

we should save hiking until we have a commitment from

the trail that it’s here for us through thick and through

thin? No. But it does mean that we have to be aware of

the risks, and by taking these risks seriously, we can enjoy

our hikes much more.

Similarly, to truly have a grounded sexual ethic, we

have to be aware of the risks inherent in sexual activity.

Knowing these risks will help us prepare, anticipate, and
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choose how we will respond to these risks instead of liv-

ing from a place of just reacting.

Neuroscientists and psychologists are only just begin-

ning to understand the incredible forces within and

around us that affect our sexuality and sex lives. An

understanding of these forces and the ways they affect us

for good and open us to potential for hurt, will help us

decide how we want to navigate the complex terrain of

sexuality.

SEX AND CONNECTION

Sex is both healthy and risky because sex connects us.

This is an inescapable truth built into the very act of sex:

physical connection. Even if we’re in it just for the phys-

icality, only to fulfill an urge, we’re still connecting with

another person. Purity culture has weaponized this truth

to say that if we connect with someone sexually and then

decide to move on from that person, we will be irrepara-

bly harmed. That’s not true; having sex doesn’t automati-

cally mean harm is in our future, and even if harm occurs,

we have tools to heal. But the fact remains that having sex

is one of the most powerful ways we can connect with a

person.

Helen Fisher, senior research fellow at the Kinsey Insti-

tute, denies that “casual” sex is really possible. “When you

have an orgasm, you get a real flood of oxytocin and vaso-

pressin. And these are the basic bodily and brain systems

for attachment. Don’t have sex with somebody you don’t

want to feel something for.”1 Fisher has never been a part

of any form of organized religion, so these statements

are based on her scientific research. She’s not assigning

a moral value to her conclusions, and we’re not going to

either.

Fisher’s research (alongside that of many other scien-

tists) shows that there’s no such thing as casual sex. To
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understand this, we have to examine the biological

processes that take place within our bodies when we have

sex. First, please note that the processes happen in

roughly the same way, regardless of your gender or orien-

tation. Some hormonal and chemical reactions are deter-

mined by our biological sex, but those chemicals are not

inherently gendered, at least when it comes to what hap-

pens during sexual activity. I’ll be sure to tell you when

biological sex differences are worth noting, but other-

wise, don’t worry about it.

Let me introduce to you two of my friends, Alex and

Frankie, who conveniently have gender-neutral names

and who also don’t actually exist. Alex could be you. Or

Frankie. Take your pick.

Alex and Frankie are both single but don’t want to stay

that way. One day, Alex is flipping through a dating app

and runs across Frankie’s photo. Alex feels that little rush

of desire, a slight flutter, and exclaims, “Cuuuuute!” Alex

quickly flips through all of Frankie’s photos. That little

flutter of attraction is testosterone—yes, the same hor-

mone that we usually associate with masculinity. Turns

out, testosterone is what Fisher calls “the hormone of sex-

ual desire,”2 and it’s at the core of our feelings of sexual

attraction and sexual desire, regardless of our biological

sex. The more testosterone we have, the more strongly

and more often we experience desire. The less we have,

the fewer sexual feelings we experience. And in case

you’re wondering—no, low testosterone doesn’t correlate

with asexuality; that’s a whole different thing.

Alex swipes right. It’s a match! The excitement Alex

feels is dopamine, the chemical of pleasure, and its pri-

mary purpose is to activate the reward system in our

brain. Nearly everything that feels good activates

dopamine—not just sexual pleasure, but any pleasure.

Eating cake, seeing that we’ve gotten a text message, hug-
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ging our dogs—that warm, fuzzy, feel-good feeling is

dopamine, and it’s great. Whenever we feel dopamine,

our brains immediately want more. Dopamine signals

goodness to our brains, and we will do whatever we can

to feel it over and over and over again.

As Alex and Frankie start chatting and get to know each

other, they’re each experiencing the complex interplay

between dopamine and testosterone, which function as

a feedback loop: dopamine produces more testosterone,

and vice versa. As both increase, so does sexual desire.

Eventually, Alex and Frankie meet up for a date. Their

attraction holds up in real life, and they move closer to

each other as the evening goes on, with Frankie brushing

Alex’s arm every once in a while, and Alex moving close

enough so their knees touch.

These touches produce oxytocin, the chemical respon-

sible for providing calming feelings. Oxytocin suppresses

our stress hormones, which are called cortisol and adren-

aline. When oxytocin is flowing, we feel less stressed and

more at ease. It’s the chemical that makes us feel close to

someone, producing feelings of trust and calm. Alex and

Frankie’s little touches begin to build higher levels of oxy-

tocin in both of their brains, helping them relax and also

producing more dopamine. They’re both starting to feel

really good.

Their first date ends with a good, long kiss—dopamine,

testosterone, and oxytocin are pumping through their

brains. As they say goodnight, they’re both feeling a little

bit light-headed, because all three of these chemicals can

plummet almost as quickly as they rise, leaving our brains

wanting a bit more and producing mild withdrawal

effects. They both decide that they can’t wait long to see

each other again.

Soon, Alex and Frankie decide to jump into bed

together and have sex. Their foreplay slowly begins to
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build dopamine and oxytocin, and another chemical is

introduced: vasopressin, which is similar to oxytocin. As

intercourse begins, these chemicals flood their brains,

building pleasure upon pleasure upon pleasure. And as

they climax, every one of these chemicals spikes.

Dopamine increases 400 percent during an orgasm with

another person. Oxytocin and vasopressin, the hormones

of connection and calm, are also the hormones of attach-

ment, and they peak to extreme levels during orgasm as

well.

When these chemicals mix in Alex’s and Frankie’s

brains and course through their bodies, they produce

feelings of intense pleasure. These chemicals spike during

every orgasm, but only half as high during masturbation

as when we’re with another person. Likely, Alex and

Frankie don’t orgasm together (it’s very rare for people to

orgasm together), but as soon as their respective orgasms

are over, the chemical levels plummet, leaving Alex and

Frankie breathless.

As soon as these chemicals disappear from their brains,

a new chemical, called prolactin, rushes in to replace

them. Prolactin is the hormone that makes us feel satis-

fied. Prolactin also is a dopamine inhibitor, meaning that

when prolactin is around, dopamine is not. Higher lev-

els of prolactin equal lower levels of dopamine. Prolactin

makes us feel satisfied and satiated. For biologically male

people, prolactin is the chemical that makes us feel sleepy

after sex.

Whew. Got it?

Of course, we’re only scratching the surface here, but

this is enough of a basic overview for us to use our knowl-

edge about these chemicals as we try to define our sexual

ethics. Flip back to the resource section to find a list of

some incredible books I recommend highly that describe

these processes in more detail.
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ALL IN THE CHEMICALS

The chemicals released during sexual activity are chem-

icals of pleasure. Testosterone sparks attraction and

desire, working alongside dopamine as we interact with

the person we’re attracted to. Oxytocin and vasopressin

jump into the action next, helping us feel calm and con-

nected by suppressing our stress hormones, cortisol and

adrenaline. If cortisol and adrenaline stick around

because they’re preventing dopamine and oxytocin from

suppressing them, we don’t enjoy sex as much, or we may

be unable to have sex. These are the chemicals of our

flight/fight/freeze response—an alarm system that might

be triggered when we’ve experienced trauma.

If we’ve had sexual experiences with people who have

made us feel unsafe or who have perpetrated violence

against us, it’s harder for our bodies to dial down our

stress hormones; instead, they can be heightened. While

this response is potentially scary and frustrating, our

bodies are working precisely the way they’re supposed to,

telling us, “Be careful here. This might cause us harm.”

Cortisol and adrenaline can also be present as a result

of the messages that we’ve been told about sex, such as

that sex outside of a certain context is dangerous. They

prevent us from feeling arousal. These chemicals explain

why people who have grown up with a sexual ethic that

says, “Don’t have sex outside of marriage, or else,” might

have trouble having sex, even once they’re married.

These stress hormones, unfortunately, don’t just mag-

ically disappear on command, even if we’ve worked

through our shame. We have to manage them with new

experiences, practice, time, and often the help of a good

therapist.3

When we jump in bed with someone (and our stress

hormones don’t put the brakes on), dopamine, oxytocin,

and vasopressin all surge. They build and build and build
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until there’s sudden release. In the moment of orgasm,

extreme amounts of oxytocin, vasopressin, and dopamine

flood the brain, and then, in the absence of more stimula-

tion, they stay around for about five minutes. In biologi-

cal men, even with more stimulus, these hormones almost

immediately begin to plummet as prolactin rises. Some-

times biological men can have multiple orgasms, but this

usually requires significant effort. For biological women,

the hormones stay heightened, affording women a better

chance of having multiple orgasms. The more orgasms a

woman has, the more prolactin is eventually produced.

The key word here is eventually. Men experience a pro-

lactin spike almost immediately; women do not.

At some point, all the fun stops, and dopamine goes

away. Prolactin replaces it, and eventually that fades, too,

and we’re back to where we started. Yet, the chemicals

oxytocin and vasopressin stay in the mix in some addi-

tional ways.

Oxytocin and vasopressin are hormones that build over

time with repeated interaction and release suddenly dur-

ing intercourse. They are our hormones of attachment,

and attachment as a whole also builds over time. As we

have experiences with our romantic partners, including

brief touches, hugs, and sex, our baseline levels of oxy-

tocin and vasopressin increase. The more oxytocin and

vasopressin in our systems, the more we feel secure, calm,

trusting, and connected to our partners. As these feelings

increase, cortisol decreases. But that build doesn’t happen

suddenly; it’s a slow process occurring over months and

years. During an orgasm, hormones spike suddenly, as we

saw earlier, by roughly 400 percent. This spike can con-

tribute to building our baseline of connection with a per-

son, or it can be a one-time event. Regardless, the spike of

these incredibly powerful hormones affects us, no matter

what our baseline is.
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Remember, prolactin is a dopamine inhibitor, meaning

that once our prolactin levels go up after sex, we will

feel satisfied and satiated, but we may no longer feel as

good. Prolactin functions to shut off our sexual desire.

Think of it as the body’s brakes to all the testosterone

and dopamine flooding our brains. As our dopamine lev-

els decrease, the high feeling that dopamine gives us goes

away.

Just like Alex and Frankie after their kiss, we can then

experience slight withdrawal symptoms, which lead some

of us to feel depressed, argumentative, or just kind of

yucky. These feelings can be counteracted by having a

higher baseline level of oxytocin and vasopressin, but if

that baseline isn’t there and if we’re paying attention,

we’re probably going to feel a little bit off after having sex.

This feeling of withdrawal can begin a cycle in which

we find ourselves needing another hit of dopamine to feel

good again. We might then start using sex to soothe our-

selves with dopamine as a way to fill an ever-growing gap

caused by the sudden spikes and decreases in oxytocin

and vasopressin in our brains. Instead of sex being fulfill-

ing and satisfying, we get caught up in a cycle of constant

hookups to avoid the deeper feelings lying underneath.

We’re going to talk more about this cycle in the next

chapter.

THE POTENTIAL OF CONNECTION

All of the chemicals we’ve been describing work together

toward one thing: connection. Even dopamine plays a

part in this, keeping us returning for more (until it doesn’t

anymore, but that’s also for the next chapter). When we

have sex with someone, we can’t stop these processes

from happening in our brain and in our bodies; they’re

unavoidable, and they affect us no matter what. Yes, even

you. Because any time we come into contact with another

110 MATTHIAS ROBERTS



human being, any time we come into the presence of

another human being, we are affected. That’s simply the

way we’re wired; like the earth creature in the garden of

Eden, we cannot exist alone.

So if the chemicals that are released during sex all work

toward the same goal of connection, then it’s starting to

become clear why there’s no such thing as casual sex. The

idea of no-strings-attached sex is untenable because these

chemicals are strings; they’re strings that connect us to

the people who are helping to produce these chemicals in

our bodies. If connection is an inevitable by-product of

sex, then the risk that sex carries can be summed up in

two words: broken connection.

Now, this is the point where the youth pastor voice

in our heads (let’s name him Tim) concludes, “So, there-

fore, you should only ever have sex with one person, after

you’re married.” Period. End of story. Right?

Wrong. Tim the Youth Pastor assumes two things: (1) a

broken connection is inevitable; and (2) we don’t have any

kind of control over the ways sex connects us. Neither

one of these assumptions is true.

Broken connection can be incredibly painful. Many of

us know what it’s like to share a sexual connection with

someone and never hear from them again. We know the

pain of a broken heart after a breakup. Researchers have

demonstrated that pain from a broken heart has the same

physiological effects as a bodily injury. It affects us deeply.

And if sex creates connection, then it also increases the

possibility of broken connection.

But broken connection is different from disconnection.

And I’m proposing that by understanding the biological

realities of sex, we will be able to mitigate the risk of bro-

ken connection and instead have a choice in the ways we

disconnect.
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THE TRUST FLOOR

The first strategy for mitigating the risk of broken con-

nection hinges on our hormonal wiring: building our

oxytocin and vasopressin floor. I’ll call this a “trust floor.”

Because these are the chemicals of attachment, the chem-

icals that make us feel calm and connected, building this

floor in a relationship allows us to get over the prolactin

slump more effectively. It’s pretty easy to do, because our

trust floor is formed by spending time with our partner.

Those little touches, kissing, sharing the details of our

day, cuddling on the couch—all of these things build our

trust floor, and it happens over time. Research shows that

the less of a trust floor we have established in our rela-

tionships, the more likely sex will lead to broken connec-

tion instead of furthered connection.

New sexual relationships are built primarily on testos-

terone and dopamine, which contribute to the warm,

fuzzy feelings we get when we are with a person we really

like. They kick off the euphoric honeymoon phase. When

we jump into bed with someone and have sex, our bodies

naturally dampen the very chemicals that our relation-

ship is initially built on. We may wake up the next morn-

ing trying to feel that euphoric high, the good feelings

that come when we’re around that person, only to find

that they are gone. Prolactin inhibits dopamine. And if we

don’t have that trust floor built up, there’s not much left,

chemically speaking anyway, for our relationship to stand

on.

Waiting to have sex until a relationship is solid outside

the bedroom gives our trust floor the chance to develop.

It allows us to work with our biological wiring instead

of against it. Now, there are plenty of people who have

sex early on in a relationship and go on to have fulfilling,

long-term relationships. Tim the Youth Pastor wants to

take this information and put a value statement on it,
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warning us, “If you have sex with someone early in a rela-

tionship, you will break up.”

As we’ve learned, though, there are no easy if-then cor-

relations in sexual matters. Because of the amounts of

oxytocin and vasopressin released during sex, sex is a

very effective way of building that trust floor, too. But if

we’re not starting with some trust, we’re going to have to

deal with the prolactin slump. The answers aren’t simple.

Some of us may decide to wait to have sex with some-

one we really like until there’s a bit more of that trust

floor established. For others, this information helps us

know what to expect if we choose to jump in bed early

on in a relationship. We’re able to anticipate our reactions

and respond appropriately. The post-sex prolactin spike

doesn’t have to mean the end of a relationship, but it does

mean that after having sex, we might suddenly start real-

izing that we don’t like our partner as much as we thought

we did.

Remember my client Hannah from chapter 2? I told her

it might be time to make a few mistakes. Two weeks into

the relationship she had started after I said this, she wasn’t

feeling the way she wanted to about the girl. All the red

flags were still there, and they didn’t seem to be going

away, but she had already introduced her partner to her

friends, and she really wanted things to work out. She was

so excited to be in a relationship, with her first girlfriend,

the end of being single. But something didn’t feel right.

She decided that if this relationship was going to happen,

she needed to figure out how to feel close and connected

to this girl. Maybe sex was the solution.

So at the two-week mark of this relationship, Hannah

had sex for the first time, and it didn’t make her feel the

way she hoped it would. She broke up with her the

next day.

The dopamine Hannah’s sexual partner had produced
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in her was already starting to wear off before they had

sex, and she had found herself being less and less attracted

to her as time went on. Having sex, while spiking

dopamine for a minute, effectively wiped out any residual

feelings of excitement and novelty that having a girlfriend

had been producing in her. What was left was the cold,

hard truth: she didn’t like this girl. They had no floor of

trust, no floor of safety and comfort. She wasn’t the kind

of girl Hannah wanted to date, and her friends didn’t like

her—even though they had tried to pretend they did.

The morning after having sex, Hannah sat in her apart-

ment, sipping coffee and staring out the window. Instead

of feeling closer together as a result of their physical inti-

macy, she felt even farther apart. Hannah felt a lot of

shame about this in our next session. Instead of connect-

ing them, their sexual adventure was the last thread in

an unraveling relationship. Yet this seems paradoxical: in

some ways, they were closer together, thanks to the bond-

ing effects of oxytocin and vasopressin. They were con-

nected in a different way than they had been before they

had sex, but not in the way they needed for a lasting rela-

tionship.

What happened to Hannah and her girlfriend speaks

to the power of these chemicals and the complexity they

introduce. These chemicals, which have the potential to

bring connection and deeper relationship, can also push

us further away from each other, depending on the con-

text and combination. By being aware of the way the

chemicals interact and our motivations behind having

sex, we can make better-informed choices about jumping

into bed. Knowing that there are incredibly complex

chemical processes happening right underneath the sur-

face gives us understanding about why we may feel what

we do.

As I explained some of these processes to Hannah, it
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helped her move from “I am a bad person for having sex,”

a position of shame, to understanding why she had made

the decision to have sex and why she immediately broke

off the relationship afterward. She was not bad for hav-

ing sex. She wasn’t bad for wanting connection. But the

connection she was yearning for wasn’t going to be met

by having sex in this context. In fact, having sex worked

against her goal; they would have needed to have built a

trust floor first.

But what about sex that we don’t want to lead to a

deeper connection? What if we don’t want to build a trust

floor with someone and just want to hook up? Under-

standing the science of sex can be empowering in these

situations as well. If we approach hookups with the

understanding that they will connect us, we will be in a

better place to work with ourselves and the relationship

to avoid painful broken connections. Two things will

help: boundaries and communication.

Boundaries and communication are the foundation of

consent, which is an absolute nonnegotiable for healthy

sex. It’s vital for the flourishing of people we come into

contact with, especially for our sexual partners. Clear

mutual communication, clear agreement, and clear

boundaries all support consent.

Boundaries are clarified simply, Brené Brown writes, as

“our lists of what’s okay and what’s not okay.”4 This can

range from talking about what kind of sex you’re going to

have, to deciding on that together, to talking about what

is going to happen after the hookup. There are limitless

possibilities here, but what’s important is that everyone

is clear on what’s going to happen and what each per-

son’s expectations are. If you decide you don’t want to

put firm limits on how things will go, then be clear about

that, and commit to keeping the lines of communication

open throughout your encounter so that you can adapt
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and adjust as needed. If everyone is on the same page

from the start, that will help mitigate misunderstandings

and broken connection.

If the hookup is going to be a one-time thing, make that

clear at the beginning. It’s as easy as saying, “I really want

to have sex with you, but I don’t want to build a relation-

ship. This is a one-time thing for me; is that okay with

you?” If you change your mind and decide you would like

to have sex again, then simply talk about that. Being clear

prevents any surprises.

These conversations should be happening whether

we’re preparing for a hookup or we’re in a relationship.

Expectations change, likes and dislikes change, moods

change. Even if you’ve had sex with the same person hun-

dreds of times, you don’t truly know where your partner

is at any given moment. As these changes are discussed, as

communication stays open and healthy, your sex life can

get better and better.

Communication and boundaries create the context for

flourishing. They make it possible for sex to reach its

good and healthy potential. When I’m preparing to go

hiking with my friends, understanding the risks allows us

to make our experience so much better, so much more

fun. It doesn’t guarantee that things won’t go wrong, but

it does allow us to navigate and be prepared. In the same

way, by understanding the complexities of sex and by

communicating with our partners what those complexi-

ties mean for us, we enable ourselves to mitigate risk and

have truly good sex.

But the conversations this preparation requires us to

have, like sex in general, can be difficult, because they

make us vulnerable. It can be hard to admit to someone

that we only want to have sex with them once. It can be

hard to communicate clearly our expectations and our

desires, even if we have built a strong trust floor. Sex is
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an inherently vulnerable act, and that’s what we’ll explore

next.
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CHAPTER 8.

PARADOX 2: SEX MAKES US VULNERABLE

AND HELPS US AVOID VULNERABILITY

A few weeks after my friend Bobby’s first real heartbreak,

he pulled himself out of bed long enough to make the trek

up Capitol Hill to our friend Abbye’s apartment. She had

rightly intuited that he needed a break from the endless

journaling and crying he had been filling his days with

and coaxed him out of his blanket nest with the promise

of a good bottle of wine and a homemade dinner.

As they sat in her apartment with its vast windows

overlooking the night lights of the Seattle skyline, Bobby

poured out his heart to her. He sat wrapped up in another

blanket, alternating between the frozen pizza she had put

in the oven, his wine, and the salad she was forcing him to

eat. Everything flowed out: all his big feelings, how stupid

it was that he got his heart into this mess, and how much

he missed his ex.

After listening for a while, Abbye shifted the conversa-

tion: “We need to go dancing, and you need to wear some-

thing that you feel good in.”

“I didn’t bring any clothes.” Bobby wasn’t about to be

coaxed out of yet another blanket nest.

“How about these?” Abbye held up a pair of heels, “I’m

pretty sure we have the same foot size.”
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Bobby looked at her in shock. This wasn’t exactly the

way he had expected the night to go, but now that she

mentioned it, a night in a dark club did sound like it might

do wonders. Bobby tried on the heels and took his first

shaky steps with a view five inches higher than he was

used to. Bobby looked hot. Abbye threw on some Bey-

oncé. “This isn’t going to fix things,” she acknowledged,

“but it is going to distract you.”

They took a few selfies, posted them on Instagram

because Bobby knew his ex was still watching, and walked

out into the rainy Seattle night. As he clomped up the hill,

getting used to all the new muscles that were required to

walk in heels, stumbling and slipping, he began to laugh.

Abbye was right. This was working.

“What would be the best thing that could happen for

you tonight?” Abbye asked. “If you could do anything,

what would you do?”

Bobby paused to take a breath, “I want to have fun.”

Abbye shot him a look to make it clear that wasn’t

nearly enough.

“OK, fine. I want to make out with someone.”

“Louder.”

“I want to make out with a random man at the club!”

Bobby yelled into the rain.

She laughed. “Yes, there it is. Let’s go make that hap-

pen.”

BEING WOUNDED

“Vulnerability” is a buzzword, a word that almost seems

to have lost its meaning because of how often it comes

up in casual conversation. Ever since Brené Brown’s 2010

TEDx Talk on “The Power of Vulnerability” introduced

mainstream culture to the concept of vulnerability as the

antidote to shame, it seems we can’t go a day without

someone writing something “really vulnerable” on
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Facebook with the expectation of becoming a viral sensa-

tion because of their “brave authenticity.”

So, let’s get on the same page. What do we really mean

when we talk about vulnerability? My favorite definition,

because of its simplicity, comes from a Canadian doctor

and trauma expert named Gabor Maté, who defines vul-

nerability as “our susceptibility to be wounded.”1

The first time I read that definition, I felt as if Maté had

punched me in the gut. The definition seemed so obvi-

ous, but I had never seen vulnerability defined in such

stark terms before. It’s not just an uncomfortable feeling

or a feeling of being uncertain about how people might

respond to us, and it’s not just feeling exposed, although

these are all definitely part of being vulnerable. Vulnera-

bility is opening ourselves up to being wounded. Vulnera-

bility means knowing we might not get out of a situation

without being hurt but choosing to go there anyway.

As my working definition in this chapter, I’ll use this:

vulnerability is our capacity to be wounded, our willing-

ness to be influenced, and our choices that lead to the

potential of being hurt. I would imagine you’re already

drawing connections between vulnerability and our sex

lives, because there are very few more vulnerable things

we can do with another person than get undressed and

share physical and emotional intimacy. There’s so much

potential for being wounded, in so many different ways,

and many of us have experienced that wounding first-

hand. We know what it’s like to be hurt, and in turn, we

know what it’s like to respond to that pain by putting up

barriers of protection.

That’s the paradox here—our second paradox about

sex. Sex is at the same time one of the most vulnerable

experiences we can have and one of our most commonly

used tools for avoiding vulnerability. From our mastur-

bation and fantasy lives to our hookups to our committed
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relationships and marriages, we can use sex as a means

to further connection, or we can use it to avoid connec-

tion altogether. Understanding how this paradox works

in our lives is another step toward overcoming our sexual

shame, because when we know what we’re doing and

why we’re doing it, we’re less likely to be attacked by our

shame voices.

That night with Abbye, Bobby did end up finding a ran-

dom guy to make out with. Later, as he walked home with

Abbye—leaning on her because the heels were making it

impossible to walk—Bobby felt he was back in the game.

While he still had months of healing from his heartbreak

ahead of him, that little spike of dopamine was what he

needed. Abbye had succeeded in distracting him from his

heartbreak, and he felt great.

Using the dopamine spike from making out with some-

one to avoid or heal some vulnerability is not a bad thing.

I don’t want us to put value judgments on avoiding vul-

nerability, as if somehow being constantly vulnerable

makes us “good” and avoiding it makes us “bad.” Some-

times we use the concept of vulnerability like a weapon,

which only perpetuates our shame. If we’re thinking back

to all the times we’ve used sex or alcohol or food to avoid

feeling our pain, placing a moral judgment on those expe-

riences does nothing but intensify our shame. As we talk

about vulnerability, be aware of how sneakily those

shame voices can jump in.

WIRED FOR NOVELTY

You’ll remember from the previous chapter that when

we have sex, dopamine spikes, which makes us feel

good—like, really good. Those few sweet minutes of a

dopamine rush are like nothing else; they’re an escape

from all the hard and complicated feelings of the world.

Here’s the thing about dopamine, though: one of its pri-
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mary functions is to make us want more. Usually, our first

spike of dopamine is the best. For example, when we go to

a restaurant and try a new dessert for the first time, that

first bite is simply magical. So we go on for the second

bite, and the third, and about the time we hit the fourth or

fifth bite, the magic has worn off. By the time we are fin-

ished with the dessert, that moment of bliss from the first

bite is only a vague memory.

This happens with sex, too. We are wired for novelty,

for new situations, new circumstances. Novelty com-

bined with dopamine equals something delicious in our

brains, and it’s what makes the fireworks pop. It also

means that in the absence of novelty, once we get used to

something or someone, our dopamine levels don’t spike

as much. It’s why the excitement of sex fades in a long-

term relationship or marriage. The novelty, or what some

people call the honeymoon phase, wears off. In our sexual

relationships, this is called the Coolidge effect. It’s an

effect that most of us have experienced in our lives, even

if we’re not sexually active. It’s similar to what happens

when we return to a place where we once had an incred-

ible experience, only to find that it doesn’t live up to

our expectations a second time. We get a little bit disap-

pointed, and we apologize to our friends for talking it up

so much.

The Coolidge effect is observed in the animal kingdom,

including in humans. Its basic principle is that we get

much more sexual excitement from someone new than

from someone we’ve been with before. Here’s an easy

way to remember the Coolidge effect: it sounds like “cool

age,” which is an apt description of what happens. Sexual

excitement cools proportionately with the age of the rela-

tionship.

I assumed that the effect was discovered by some sci-

entist named Coolidge and thought, “How convenient is
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that?” Yet when I looked into it, I found my assumption

was wrong. It was named not after a scientist, but after a

US presidential couple, Calvin and Grace Coolidge, who

were in the White House from 1923 to 1929. The story

goes that during Calvin Coolidge’s presidency, Calvin

and Grace were invited to tour a new experimental gov-

ernment farm. They split up for the tour, and as Grace

entered the chicken yard, she noticed a particularly horny

rooster, who was getting it on with hen after hen. Grace,

who I imagine being quite charming, pointed out the

rooster and asked her tour guide how often he mated

with the hens.

“Dozens of times each day.”

Grace nodded her head and smiled, “Please tell that to

the president when he comes by.”

The tour guide did indeed tell Calvin, who asked,

“Same hen every time?”

“Oh, no, a different one every time.”

“Tell that to Grace, please.”

In 1958, behavioral endocrinologist Frank Beach first

wrote about the fact that among some animals, males

are sexually attracted to many new partners, even though

their attraction to a previous partner has disappeared. He

called it the Coolidge effect.

In humans, when sex becomes less exciting as time goes

on, people strive to “spice things up a little bit” in mar-

riages and long-term relationships. I see this in my clients

all the time. My client Emma, for example, often com-

plained about her lack of a sex life with her wife. Once she

understood the Coolidge effect, she and her wife got a lit-

tle bit more adventurous in bed and even started exper-

imenting with bringing someone else into the mix on

occasion.

Dopamine lessens over time unless faced with nov-

elty; this is known as tolerance. This pattern is often
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recognized as a particularly male characteristic. Think of

the cliché image of a man whose midlife crisis manifests

in an affair with his secretary. But there’s research emerg-

ing that the Coolidge effect is just as common among

women.

I think of the Coolidge effect as being similar to our

prolactin response after sex, but on a more long-term

basis. Both of these phenomena reduce the levels of

dopamine we produce. Both dampen the soothing, plea-

surable effects of dopamine and, indirectly, open us up

to all the other feelings that might come flooding in: dis-

comfort, anxiety, dread, grief—everything we often try to

avoid. Dopamine helps mitigate the effects of those feel-

ings, often allowing us to eliminate them for some time.

But when the dopamine fades, we’re back to sitting with

those feelings again. And what’s the easiest way to get rid

of those feelings?

Another dopamine hit.

And another.

And another.

We see this happening in the coping mechanisms of

shamefulness and shamelessness, as we talked about in

the first few chapters of this book. When we cope through

shamefulness, we’re sexually active within secrecy, and

there’s a good chance we’re using the dopamine rush to

help us manage our shame. When we cope through

shamelessness, there’s no doubt we’re using dopamine as

a way to mitigate the fact that we haven’t actually dealt

with the shame hiding underneath. These mechanisms

are at the heart of how we use sex to avoid vulnerability.

AVOIDING VULNERABILITY

Anytime we jump into bed with someone as a way to help

ourselves feel better, or after a fight with our partner, or

to avoid conflict, or without working through what actu-
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ally happened to trigger this response, we’re using sex

to avoid vulnerability. In other words, when our quest

for a dopamine hit serves the function of avoiding con-

nection or as a shortcut to connection—either connection

with ourselves and our own feelings, or connection with

another person—again, we’re using sex to avoid vulnera-

bility.

While the chemicals that are released during sex—pri-

marily the oxytocin and vasopressin—are the chemicals

of attachment, we can consciously cut off or avoid the

parts of ourselves that feel that connection. But when we

cut off one part of ourselves, we cut off many others as

well. We cannot choose to be unaffected by our sexual

encounters without putting up walls in other parts of our

lives too.

In the hit TV series How I Met Your Mother, the story arc

of the character Barney Stinson illustrates this principle

well. For the first few seasons of the show, we learn that

Barney loves having sex—a lot of sex, with as many differ-

ent women as possible. Through the course of the show,

Barney has sex with hundreds of women.

Barney always laughs off his encounters, hatching elab-

orate plans in order to hook up with girls and then just as

elaborate plans to leave them hanging the next morning.

It’s sex with no strings attached, or so it seems. His friends

at times seem baffled by his ability to remain unaffected.

But throughout the seasons, we notice Barney getting

more and more desperate, eventually looking for a long-

term relationship but not being able to find one. His girl-

friends always eventually leave him.

Finally, in one of the later seasons of the show, Barney

finds a girl he falls in love with, and he risks opening up to

her. In a memorable moment, Barney shares with his best

friend, Ted, that all the sex he has had over the last years

“left me feeling nothing but—but broken. But now, for the
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first time in my life, I feel settled, and happy. I wanna feel

this way forever.”2 By opening himself to the vulnerabil-

ity of connection, Barney was able to break down some of

his walls and experience actual intimacy, actual connec-

tion. As he did that, his relationship thrived.

We are wired for connection. Sex is primarily about

connection. When we actively keep ourselves from expe-

riencing the connection that inevitably happens during

a sexual encounter, we are numbing every other part of

ourselves. We are reducing our capacity for connection as

a whole.

Simply stated, sex without vulnerability is self-serving.

We do it because we want to feel better, because we really

need to get off, or because we’re lonely. We use it to avoid

tough conversations and to make up after arguments. We

use it early on in relationships because it’s easier than

wading into vulnerability by opening up to another per-

son. Having sex early in a relationship is not a bad thing if

we’re aware of what we’re doing, but it becomes damag-

ing when we have sex instead of facing the reality of our

pain, our shame, and the things we’re trying to avoid.

In today’s world, it’s easy to avoid facing our own selves

by turning instead to sex on demand through our phones.

And again, to belabor the point, hooking up via an app is

not a bad thing, but we need to be aware of why we are

doing it and the emotional risks.

Sex can be just as much about avoiding connection as

it can be about connection. Yet when we use it to avoid

connection, it throws our brains and bodies for a loop,

and we often end up feeling even worse than before we

had sex. Thus, we are faced with a choice: either actu-

ally deal with what we’re running away from or look

for another dopamine spike. This happens in committed

relationships just as often as it happens for single people.
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It happens in our masturbation lives just as often as it

happens when we hook up.

THE SECRET WEAPON

In a relationship built on a trust floor of oxytocin and

vasopressin, the Coolidge effect still applies. Over time,

sex may not feel as exciting, but thanks to the trust floor,

it has a different quality—one that still produces a

dopamine rush (just not as extreme) and also provides

a much more fulfilling experience. This is the secret

weapon of long-term relationships: even if we jump to

sex to avoid uncomfortable feelings, eventually we have

to come face-to-face with our feelings and our partner.

That encounter then produces even more oxytocin and

vasopressin. Attachment bonds are strengthened.

When we hook up, that’s not the case—making it all the

more essential for us to be aware of our internal motiva-

tions. This way, we aren’t under any delusions about sex

making things better, and instead we can enjoy it for what

it is: a dopamine rush that will soon be followed by hav-

ing to face ourselves again. Along with that, we poten-

tially get a complicated situation with another person if

we didn’t set good boundaries.

Embracing vulnerability is possible in every sexual

encounter we have, and it’s as simple as letting ourselves

be affected by the person we are with. Sex allows us to

connect in powerful ways, and we literally sync up with

another person, gaining a level of intimacy that not only

tells us a lot about the person we are with, but also tells

us a lot about ourselves. Paying attention to these expe-

riences instead of avoiding them is the key to not cutting

off our capacity for connection. This means that when we

hook up, we must let ourselves feel connected to the per-

son we’re hooking up with and then work with the emo-

tions that emerge as a result.
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Based on our relationship patterns, some of us will have

a harder time with the idea of a casual hookup. Oth-

ers of us have the ability to connect with another person

momentarily, feel that connection, and then move on. It

is crucial that if hookups are going to be a part of our

sexual ethics, we get to know exactly how we respond

to these momentary connections. What feelings do they

bring up in us when we’re with each new person? What

happens to us after we say good-bye? What are all the

feelings that come flooding in once prolactin spikes and

we’re no longer feeling the effect of dopamine? For some

of us, hookups are going to affect us too profoundly to be

able to engage in them in a healthy way; they bring up too

many emotions. For others, there will be few or no prob-

lems.

Each of us is different. If we’re reaching for sexual

health and freedom from sexual shame, it’s essential to

be aware of how we’re feeling. If it doesn’t feel healthy, if

it doesn’t produce positive, enjoyable, pleasurable results,

then it’s not sexual health. In that case, we would do much

better to express our sexuality within the safety of a long-

term relationship—having established a solid trust floor.

That’s where we’re going next.

Notes

1. Gabor Maté, In the Realm of Hungry Ghosts: Close Encounters

with Addiction (Berkeley, CA: North Atlantic, 2010), 40.

2. How I Met Your Mother, season 8, episode 11, “The Final

Page: Part One,” directed by Pamela Fryman, written by

Dan Gregor and Doug Mand, aired December 17, 2012, on

CBS.
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CHAPTER 9.

PARADOX 3: SEX REQUIRES SAFETY AND

SAFETY IS NOT GUARANTEED

“Oh, my god, I forgot to re-park the car.” Alvin’s whisper

broke through the darkness, and Jack rolled over to look

at the man in his bed, who he was just beginning to get

used to calling his boyfriend. It was one in the morning.

They were trying the long-distance thing. Alvin had

arrived earlier that night, and they spent the evening with

Jack’s sister, who also was visiting. Everyone was packed

into Jack’s tiny studio apartment, his sister soundly sleep-

ing on the couch a few feet from his bed; their whispers

were barely audible.

Jack told me this story a few years later. He explained

that Denver has weird street-parking rules, probably no

different from any other city, and the two men didn’t

want to spend upwards of $25 a day to park Alvin’s car

near his apartment. He had suggested to Alvin that they

move it to a neighborhood north of his where street park-

ing was free.

“I’ll come with you.” Jack whispered to Alvin. They

hadn’t had any alone time yet, and this seemed like a per-

fect opportunity to make up for a couple of weeks of not

seeing each other.
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“It’s so late,” Alvin whispered back. “Just tell me where I

need to go, and I’ll be back soon.”

Jack tried to make eye contact. “No, I’ll come with you.

So we can, you know . . . away from her.”

Alvin got it.

Warm yellow light from the downtown buildings lit

their faces as they moved through the darkness to his car.

They drove up a hill to find a parking space and began to

make out. A few weeks before, Jack and Alvin had decided

they didn’t want to have sex for a long time, but frequent

make-out sessions had become the way they spent the

majority of their time together.

Jack caught Alvin’s gaze as they came up for air, his

brown eyes illuminated by the warmth of the streetlights.

“I feel so safe with you,” Alvin whispered to Jack, laying

his head on his chest. Jack ran his fingers through Alvin’s

hair and thought, “This is it. This is what I’ve been waiting

years for. Safety. Yes.”

Safety wasn’t a word Jack would have chosen to

describe the feeling, but the moment Alvin said it, Jack

knew he felt it, too. There was something about the two

of them together that eased his fears. Describing it to me,

Jack recalled, “The insecurities that usually popped up in

between conversations, the ways my mind played tricks

on me would somehow disappear when he was close.”

During that time in the car, Jack felt his body settle and

the warmth of ease wash over him. They had just made

their relationship official a couple of weeks earlier—a

first relationship for both of them—and at that moment,

Jack knew it was going to be really good.

Except that it wasn’t. Three days after their late-night

rendezvous, they sat at a local pub, sharing a flight of beer.

“I think we’re in different places, and I don’t know if I

want to do this,” Alvin said after taking a long sip of his

stout.
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Jack stared at him in shock, feeling the burger he had

just eaten turn sour in his stomach. “What do you mean?”

Alvin and Jack talked for the rest of the evening, dis-

cussing what had been happening between them over the

previous few weeks. Alvin said he wasn’t actually sure he

was ready to be in a relationship. As Jack later told me,

he felt like he “was floating outside of myself.” He couldn’t

believe what was happening.

Then, after a last kiss on the street corner, Alvin got in

his car, and Jack knew he wasn’t going to see Alvin again.

The safety Jack had felt so recently before then was shat-

tered.

Psychologists and psychotherapists have debated for

years the idea of safety within relationships. Some say

what we call “safety” is an illusion. Our brains trick us

into feeling safe to cope with the immense amount of vul-

nerability that is inherent in every relationship. They say

it doesn’t exist, that we can’t ever know ourselves or other

people well enough to be genuinely safe. In other words,

any sense of safety we think we feel with another person

is nothing more than an alluring construct that can shat-

ter in a moment’s notice.

Others say that safety is vital and that relationships and

sex are impossible without a sense of safety. They pro-

pose that while risk is inherently a part of all relationships

(because vulnerability and risk go hand in hand), there are

many forces that create safety and trust between people.

This trust, while it can be broken, is something that we

can lean into. It is real because we make it real together.

Perhaps both perspectives are right. As humans, we

are innately wired to search for safety. We spend our

lives looking for places of belonging. Many of us try to

find that with another person, but talk to anyone who

has experienced a divorce or a significant breakup, and

you’ll quickly realize how little we actually know about
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the most important people in our lives. We can feel safe,

seen, and held by a person in one moment. We can love

and feel loved back. We can commit to a lifetime with that

person and one day wake up to the realization that we

don’t know that person at all. All of a sudden, they are for-

eign—we barely recognize them.

This is our third paradox. Safety—emotional, physical,

and spiritual—is vital for our survival. But the safer we

feel with a person or a group of people, the riskier those

relationships are. No matter our relationship sta-

tus—committed, single, or somewhere in between—we

will at some point inevitably experience the shattering of

safety. Part of stepping into a more healthy sexuality is

learning how to recover and cope with the shame that

comes next. As we work toward developing our own sex-

ual ethic, we have to contend with the complexity of

safety and risk and with the paradox of their cohabitation

in our lives.

THE IMPORTANCE OF SAFETY

Safety for each partner must be a core value of our sexual

ethic. We have to account for safety in our physical sexual

practices, and we have to consider the emotional safety of

our partner(s) and ourselves. Safety is a prerequisite for

intimate relationships. Similarly, safety is vital for sex and

sexual arousal. Sex devoid of safety isn’t really sex at all; it

is abuse or rape.

The paradox comes in because we must admit that

safety is ultimately an illusion and that all sexual rela-

tionships involve risk—including those in which we feel

most safe. In some ways, the longer we are in a rela-

tionship with someone, especially an intimate relation-

ship, the riskier it gets. That’s not a fun fact. Relationships

inherently make us vulnerable, and no matter how hard

we try, every time we enter into relationship with another
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person, we relinquish some control. We cannot guarantee

our own safety or the safety of our partners, and much

of what we call “safe” is nothing more than an elaborate

mind game. The good news is that armed with this

knowledge about the nature of safety, we can be better

prepared for any difficulties that may arise. If we are in

a long-term relationship or if we want to be in one, we

must understand the way safety works (and doesn’t work)

between people.

SEX AND SAFETY

Three basic principles are at work within the safety para-

dox: First, for sex to be healthy, it must be safe. Second, we

cannot guarantee safety, no matter how hard we try. And

third, safety will be shattered, and our work is to learn

how to recover.

Psychologist Michael Bader affirms that “sexual fantasy

and arousal are chiefly grounded in safety.”1 In other

words, it’s tough to experience sexual arousal without

first experiencing safety. Of course, every body is differ-

ent, and each of us will respond to sexual stimulation

in different ways. And our responses are further compli-

cated when talking about sexual abuse, which is beyond

the scope of this book. But as a general rule, arousal is

predicated on safety. Bader and other psychologists

believe that sexual fantasies—the things that turn us on,

either in private or with other people—can be boiled

down to our need for safety. Even our “dangerous” fan-

tasies are unconsciously structured toward safety.

For example, in a sexual fantasy of being dominated by

a partner, it would seem on the surface that this fantasy

has little to do with safety; after all, much of the sexual

allure of domination is wrapped up in the apparent loss

of safety. Someone else takes control, having their way
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with us, sometimes in violent and risky ways. What’s safe

about that?

When we consider the function of the fantasy, however,

we see what is being accomplished within the arousal

and how safety comes into play. First, we must ask why

this particular fantasy is needed to achieve sexual arousal.

What might be behind this fantasy? Many of our most

private sexual fantasies are tied directly to our shame

stories. We can learn a lot about our shame by paying

attention to our sexual fantasies. In the case of domina-

tion, we might be motivated by the belief that we are too

much, too high maintenance, and have too many needs.

Or the inverse, that we are worthless. Our shame story

may be something like this: “I am too much/not enough.

If I express my desire, if I am too sexual, I will be over-

whelming, and my partner will leave.” The function of

this domination fantasy is to make sexuality feel safe, as

it removes all potential of being too much/not enough,

because we are no longer in control. All desire and

responsibility are placed upon our partner, who wants us

so intensely that all we have to do is let it happen. Sud-

denly, we are free to feel arousal. We are safe because our

shame story has been bypassed.

Obviously, this is not the only explanation for domina-

tion fantasies, and it bears repeating that sexual fantasies

are not bad, even as they reveal a lot about our feelings

of shame. For our purposes, the takeaway is that sexual

arousal often depends on feeling safe and free enough

from our internal messages of shame. This is because

shame hijacks our sense of safety. Nothing turns off sex-

ual arousal faster than feelings of shame that interrupt

us while we are getting it on. If you’re making out with

someone and your shame voice suddenly butts in and

says, “I’m not good enough for them,” you’re going to have

a tough time staying aroused.
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The world of fantasy is a psychological safety net built

to protect us from ourselves. When we don’t feel safe with

ourselves first, it’s hard for us to feel safe with others. It’s

not impossible, but it’s much more challenging to trust

others when we cannot trust ourselves.

A former client of mine, Leah, came into my office

because she felt like there was a wall between her and

everyone else. “I don’t have any friends, just the people I

work with. And I don’t know if those are really friend-

ships.”

Leah detailed her life for me. She mostly spent her time

at home or at work. Occasionally, she would go out with

her coworkers for happy hour, but she told me she never

felt like she could actually connect with them.

We began to discover that this wall she was describing

wasn’t just keeping her from making friends; it was keep-

ing her from accessing her emotions, too. One day, she

came into my office visibly frustrated. She had gone out

with her coworkers for a drink a couple days before, and

the same thing had happened. “I felt like I just sat in the

background, watching them all having fun but not having

any fun myself.”

On a whim, I decided to ask a question I had been won-

dering about for a while. “Leah, this may sound like an

intrusive question, and if you’re not comfortable sharing

this information with me, I understand.” I had her atten-

tion, “How often do you masturbate?”

Leah’s eyes widened. “Uh,” she stumbled, “I don’t do

that.”

“Never?”

“Never.”

Over the next few weeks, I began to encourage Leah

to try exploring her body. She was hesitant but open to

the idea. She even seemed a little bit excited to try. At
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first, she didn’t experience much, but as time went on, she

began to find some pleasure in it.

“It felt so good!” she told me one week, after spending

an entire hour with herself one evening. As Leah began

to explore her body, and as she began to trust herself and

notice the feelings that came with that, she slowly began

to open up to and acknowledge the breadth of emotions

that existed right underneath the surface of the wall she

had described to me.

Leah wasn’t comfortable experiencing the array of

emotions that come with living life. She didn’t feel safe,

so she had constructed a wall that kept both herself and

others out. But by exploring her body, she started to learn

that she could trust herself. And as she did this work

internally, her relationships began to transform as well.

She started making friends.

One of the first things we can do to explore the impli-

cations of the safety paradox is to take time to explore

our bodies. What turns us on? Where do our minds go

when we’re masturbating? What kinds of touch do we

like? Where do we like it? For those of us who were taught

to fear our bodies, it can be difficult to touch ourselves

and to let arousal happen. There is shame in the act of

experiencing pleasure. We may feel dirty, as if we’re doing

something inappropriate. To break the hold of shame,

we can start by touching ourselves and observing our

thought patterns, including the judgment that comes

along—without judging ourselves for judging!

We should ask ourselves some leading questions: What

would it mean to experience pleasure solely for the sake

of pleasure? Can we allow ourselves to get lost within our

bodies and the vast world of sensation? Answering these

questions can take a lot of thought and work, because the

shame voices that come with self-pleasure can feel insur-

mountable. But addressing these voices is one positive
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step toward overcoming fears related to our own sexual

expression. Some of the resources listed at the end of the

book can help with this.

BRINGING IN ANOTHER PERSON

When we bring someone else into our lives, issues around

safety, risk, and shame can get much more complicated

very quickly. Part of being sex positive is making sure that

our sexual experiences are positive for everyone involved,

and that doesn’t happen by accident. Unfortunately,

there’s nothing about sex that’s guaranteed to be pleasur-

able or positive.

Many of us who were raised in purity culture assume

that once we start having sex, it will always be good.

What no one mentions—at least not until we join marital

counseling or couples’ groups—is that having good sex

takes some work, a hard lesson to learn after committing

to someone. In many church communities, members are

explicitly guaranteed good, passionate, pleasurable, posi-

tive sex upon getting married. But those guarantees are

impossible to honor.

Whether we’re single or partnered, in a long-term rela-

tionship or meeting up with someone for one night, we

have to try to understand and work with someone else’s

sense of safety, both emotional and physical.

Emotional safety can be hard to put our finger on and

describe, in part because it has the potential of changing

quickly. We can feel perfectly safe with someone, and

then unexpectedly, they say or do something to cause that

sense of safety to disappear. Our oxytocin stops pumping,

and we may have second thoughts and a heightened sense

of risk. Sometimes the spark that diminishes our feelings

of safety and connection—at times right in the middle of

things—has nothing to do with our partner’s words or

actions. No matter what initiates the feelings, we often
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allow our fear or our shame voices to prevent us from

interrupting or stopping the sexual experience. But if we

brush our feelings aside and continue, the sexual expe-

rience can quickly go from positive to leaving us feeling

violated. This can happen in marriages just as easily as it

can happen when we’re single.

It’s important to recognize that a sudden change from

feeling safe to feeling at risk can happen for our partners

as well. We can be moving forward and say or do some-

thing that takes them to an entirely different place, but

here’s the thing: we may not be able to tell how they’re

feeling in the moment. Changes within us and within the

people we are with happen quickly and often internally,

so they’re easy to hide. The result may be hidden, too, or

out in the open: the sex is no longer positive, even if it

remains physically pleasurable.

One Wednesday a few months ago, my client Christie

sat down on the couch in my office with a big sigh. She

and her wife, Jane, had been working on establishing

more intimacy. She told me, “I initiated sex with Jane last

night, and it went terribly.”

A part of me was proud, because this was something we

had been working on. Christie wasn’t the best at asking

for what she wanted. I sat and waited for Christie to con-

tinue. She said, “Things started out great. We were kiss-

ing on the couch after dinner. Then, all of a sudden, I said

something, and everything changed. I don’t even know

what it was, but just like that, it was over.”

What Christie had said innocently triggered a negative

memory for Jane, and that immediately changed the

entire moment. Jane wasn’t able to talk about what had

happened for her until later, but Christie felt guilty, even

though she had no way of knowing.

Jane was able to speak up and stop things with Christie,

but when these shifts in feelings of safety happen, many

140 MATTHIAS ROBERTS



of us simply endure. Shame can stop us in our tracks,

but we might decide it’s worth bearing what’s happening

inside instead of stopping, because we are afraid of what

it might mean about us if we ask our partner to stop. Of

course, sex should not be something we have to endure

or get through. It shouldn’t be that way for our partners

either, and Christie was wise in not pressuring Jane to

continue.

Let’s be very clear: when sex becomes anything less

than consensual, it is a violation. It is no longer safe. This

goes back to needing to have a sense of safety with our-

selves first. If we can trust ourselves to say no when we

need to say no, at the moment when we feel something

shift within us, we are establishing a trust floor with our-

selves. That floor allows us to experience our sex lives

with more freedom and more enjoyment.

Knowing how difficult it is to speak up for ourselves,

especially when we’re in the middle of sexual activity

we’ve already said yes to, also gives us awareness and

responsibility for our partners. For sex to remain safe, we

need to be checking in with our partner, keeping commu-

nication open. We should be in tune, aware of both our

own and our partner’s emotional and internal worlds. If

we notice a shift in our partner, we should check in and

craft a space where sharing about the experience in the

moment feels natural and open.

Let me write you a permission slip to get through the

difficult times. You have permission to speak. Say, “This

is no longer working for me,” or “I’d prefer if we were to

stop.”

Consent is an ongoing process, not a one-time event.

Checking in at appropriate moments, with a few words

—“Is this OK with you?” “Does this feel good?” “Are you

comfortable with this?”—will enhance the experience, not
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take away from it, ensuring pleasure and positivity for

everyone involved.

This is all easier said than done and hinges on our abil-

ity to recognize and speak to our own experience in the

moment. We may not get this right every time. It will take

practice. Jim, one of my clients, recognized this the hard

way after going home with a guy he thought was cute but

wasn’t super excited about having sex with. After a cou-

ple of glasses of wine, Jim was much more willing to jump

into bed, but the next morning, he called to schedule an

emergency session because he couldn’t quite figure out

what had happened. It initially felt great, he said. He was

into it, enjoying it, but then suddenly it didn’t feel right

anymore. There was a point in the evening when Jim said

he knew he no longer wanted to be with this man, but

they were already too far into the encounter for Jim to

feel he could stop. As Jim described it, his partner seemed

so into the moment that it felt mean and uncaring to stop

at the height of arousal, so he didn’t.

Jim told me he wasn’t particularly shaken up about the

situation, and it wasn’t necessarily a big deal, but it also

wasn’t an experience he wanted to repeat. He said he was

just talking to me to figure out what had really happened,

but I stopped that train of thought: “It sounds like you

stopped consenting, so no wonder you’re trying to sort

out your emotions.”

Jim paused for a few seconds in the conversation and

then told me he was shocked by how I’d described the sit-

uation. “But I did consent. I went home with him. I said

yes; I continued saying yes. I told him things felt good.”

“Did they?”

“No.” Jim told me how it felt lying there, thinking about

how he was ready for his partner to be done already, so

Jim could go home. “You’re right, it wasn’t good. I was no

longer consenting.”
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Jim felt he couldn’t communicate that feeling in the

moment. Instead of saying what was actually going on for

him, he continued to pretend he was enjoying the sex, all

the while thinking about what he needed to get done the

next day, planning out the rest of his evening, and trying

to will his partner to finish so he could just leave.

There’s nothing unusual about Jim’s experience. Most

of us are naturally empathetic and caring people, and

once we’re in the middle of an experience, we often

choose to push our own pleasure aside to ensure a posi-

tive experience for whomever we are with. But that’s not

healthy sex.

A corollary paradox to the safety and risk paradox is

that sex requires us to be both selfless and selfish at the

same time. If we’re not being selfless, paying attention to

all the cues our partner is giving us, having a deep con-

cern for their pleasure and their experience, we risk doing

harm. If we’re not selfish, paying attention to our own

bodies, our internal world, having a concern for our own

pleasure and experience, we risk harm to ourselves. The

interplay of selfishness and selflessness makes sex mutu-

ally good: your pleasure and my pleasure, my pleasure and

your pleasure.

Jim’s partner that night should have paid attention to

the breadth of clues Jim was giving him that the sex

wasn’t good anymore. But many of those clues were non-

verbal, and that makes things complicated. Jim felt guilty

because even though he wasn’t enjoying the sex, he kept

saying it “felt great” because he didn’t want his partner

to feel bad. Yet if Jim’s partner was truly attuned to him,

he probably would have been able to notice that things

weren’t right.

When we’re having sex, we have to be willing to truly

attune ourselves to and truly pay attention to our part-

ners, not only to what they’re telling us verbally, but also
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to what they’re telling us in other ways, too. If Jim’s part-

ner had attuned himself to Jim better, he might have been

able to pause and say, “Hey, it seems like you might not be

enjoying this anymore. What can I do to help?”

It’s easy to get wrapped up in one side or the other,

choosing your own pleasure at the expense of someone

else, or making sure someone else has a good experience

at the expense of your own. It’s much harder to do both at

once, yet this is a vital part of emotional safety. We need

to know that the person we are with is just as concerned

for us as we are for ourselves and for them. This is true no

matter the context of our relationship.

PHYSICAL SAFETY

Up until this point, we’ve been talking about forms of

safety that are difficult to see but are very real. The most

obvious kind of safety, though, and the one that is often

talked about—but still not talked about enough—is phys-

ical safety.

In the world I grew up in, the idea of “safe sex”—prac-

tices that significantly reduce the health risks involved in

having sex—was shunned. I often heard things like “The

only safe sex is no sex at all.” As a result, I had absolutely

no sex education growing up. I didn’t even know what

a condom looked like until I was twenty. Many of my

friends and clients have similar stories, which means that

when we decide we’re ready to have sex with someone,

we’re more likely to engage in unsafe sexual practices.

It is vital that we all understand how sexually trans-

mitted infections work and the steps we can take to pro-

tect ourselves. As I write this book, we are on the brink

of another HIV/AIDS crisis in the United States simply

because there’s a lack of understanding around safer-sex

practices. This is true regardless of sexual orientation and

regardless of whom we’re having sex with.
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This book isn’t a safer-sex manual, so I encourage you

to seek out more information on that topic, including

the resources listed at the end of this book. But I can

share a few questions that can guide your thinking about

safer sex:

• Are we using protection?

• Are we taking the right medications based on how

sexually active we are and based on our sexual ori-

entations?

• Are we open with our doctors about what kinds of

sex we are having and when?

• Are we sharing with our therapists about our sex

lives and the resulting emotions?

Remember that your questions and issues are nothing

your doctor and therapist haven’t heard before. Profes-

sionals are trained for these conversations, and having

someone to talk to openly who is concerned for your

well-being can be extremely liberating. Ask more ques-

tions. If you’re confused about how something works,

speak up. You are in control of your own sexual health, so

be informed.

But here’s the deal. No matter how hard we try to be

safe, no matter how much we try to protect ourselves

from the inherent risks that come with connecting with

another person in any way (not just sexual), safety is not

guaranteed. That’s the paradox.

Our youth pastors might have awkwardly warned us

about the risks and dangers of sex, right after talking

about their “smoking-hot wives.” Their warnings ranged

from “Condoms break” to “STIs still get transmitted” to

“Guard your heart.” There’s a certain level of truth to

these warnings. Condoms do break, and you can develop

deep feelings for someone you’re sleeping with who isn’t
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worth it. So this is a further call for us to approach our

sex lives with a level of intentionality, not a one-size-fits-

all prescription for sex within marriage. Healthy sexual

activity is going to look different for each of us.

THE FRAGILITY OF SAFETY

What our youth pastors didn’t tell us was that once we’re

in a marriage, safety doesn’t magically just appear. This

is a hard and liberating truth. There’s no such thing as

a “safe” relationship. In fact, in some ways, marriage and

commitment make a relationship less “safe” as time

goes on.

When we’re single, many of us dream about finding the

perfect someone, someone who will make us feel loved

and secure and wanted—someone we can do the little

mundane things with, someone who will help us feel less

alone in this world. We have dreams about that future

relationship and the warm, fuzzy feelings that will come

with it. I’m not here to shatter those dreams, because all

of those things can and do happen when we find some-

one we want to spend a significant part of our lives with.

However, just because we say a few vows or wake up one

morning and realize that we’ve been living together for

ten years doesn’t mean the relationship is safe.

How many times have we heard statements like “I

thought I knew him” or “I thought I knew everything

about her, but it turns out I didn’t” from people who have

been in ten-, twenty-, thirty-year relationships after dis-

covering something new about a person? Sometimes a

person says, “I thought I knew” with delight, with awe.

How wonderful that even after thirty years, there are new

things to discover about this person we thought we knew.

Other times, these words are said with despair and heart-

break. And when we’ve been in a relationship for signif-
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icant periods of time, the heartbreak becomes that much

harder to bear.

Remember our discussion of the trust floor? As we

build that trust floor over years and years, as those chem-

icals of attachment build up, two things happen. First, by

the time we’ve been in a relationship for that period of

time, most of the dopamine has worn off. It takes effort

to keep the spark alive. We might have the illusion that

we know everything about a person. But we can never

truly know another person. And it takes massive amounts

of work to keep that relationship going. Some people do

it successfully and say it’s worth it. For others, that’s not

the case.

My friends Ralph and Lucy are a prime example of

a couple who have managed to keep the spark alive.

They’ve been married for over thirty years, have watched

all their kids grow up, and are now back to living by

themselves. Every time I see them, at some point, their

sex life comes up. Lucy loves to talk about how Ralph still

rocks her world after all these years. Ralph always looks

very pleased with himself.

One of those times, I asked them what they’ve done to

keep the spark alive after all these years. Lucy laughed.

“Ralph still knows how to surprise me! I’m still learning

new things about him!”

Ralph and Lucy have never been lulled into the idea

that they know everything about each other; they’re quite

aware that they don’t. They’re still learning new things

about each other every day, and they’re having a lot of fun

while doing it.

The second thing that happens when you build a trust

floor is that the cost of failure increases. This is both a

beautiful and a terrifying thing. There’s something deeply

healing in sharing so much vulnerability with a person,

opening ourselves up to them over a period of time. And,
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at the same time, the longer we open ourselves up in a

relationship, the more potential there is for wounding.

We don’t have control over how the person we’ve com-

mitted ourselves to is going to act today, or tomorrow, or

next week. We have no guarantees. Safety is an illusion.

There’s something sacred about the security and

fragility coexisting. It reflects the nature of the universe,

the nature of faith and spirituality. It’s a reminder of the

mystery we continue to live within; there are no guar-

antees. And, when those floors that we have spent years

building crumble, the pain is that much greater. Some-

times we can repair after these breaks, and sometimes we

can’t.

I hate this paradox of safety and risk, because it shows

how much we need safety, and it exposes how fragile

our relationships are. Practically, we need safety. Our rela-

tionships are built on trust; we choose our partners, our

friends, and the people we surround ourselves with

because (usually) they make us feel safe. Our oxytocin and

vasopressin build when we’re with these people, yet that

safety is ultimately an illusion, a complex interaction of

chemicals in our brains that can’t actually control what

another person will do.

But this is also where the beauty of our relationships

lies. When we choose to build a trust floor with someone,

whether in our friendships, romantic relationships, or

our sexual relationships, we can’t take that trust floor for

granted. We have to appreciate it for what it is, and we

must continually choose to remain vulnerable and not

close ourselves off. We choose to return again and again,

to open ourselves up to being hurt and at the same time

open ourselves to being known. It’s a dance of pleasure

and pain, a dance of coming together and falling apart; it’s

the dance of life and of relationship. We get things right.
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We get things wrong. Trust gets built, and trust gets bro-

ken. It’s messy, and it’s what keeps us going.

Notes

1. Michael J. Bader, Arousal: The Secret Logic of Sexual Fantasies

(New York: Thomas Dunne, 2002), 18.
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CHAPTER 10.

PARADOX 4: WE WILL GET THINGS WRONG

AND RIGHT AT THE SAME TIME

When I was seventeen, my family moved to Romania. A

few months before my parents announced the move, we

had gone on a two-week trip to Romania, visiting a small

town just south of the Carpathian Mountains to help a

local missionary family remodel a building to use as a

space for teaching English classes. Then we were asked to

move there.

When my parents told my sisters and me the news,

my youngest sister stared at them in shock. “What?! No.

We’re not going to do that, are we?”

But within two months, we had put our house, small

farm, and 90 percent of our belongings up for auction and

were on track to become missionaries. First, we traveled

to rural Montana for four months of missionary training.

Then we made a quick stop back home in Iowa before

taking a nearly twenty-four-hour series of flights to

Romania, the last place I expected to finish out my high

school years.

One of the first things we did was to try to learn

Romanian. We took a few classes while still in the United

States but told ourselves that once we got to Romania and

were immersed, we would pick it up quickly. After all,
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Romanian is one of the easiest languages for an English

speaker to learn, or so we were told.

That’s not what happened. During our first few weeks

in the country, we quickly learned some grammar rules,

a couple of additional letters in the alphabet, and what

they sounded like. We learned the accent marks, how they

modify vowels, and a little about sentence structure. By

my second month in Romania, I could read the language

out loud proficiently, with very few corrections from my

new friends who were native speakers.

I felt great, but there was one problem: I had no idea

what I was saying. Time after time, my Romanian friends

would give me a piece of paper and say, “Here, read this,”

and burst into laughter, reveling in the fact that my lack

of real understanding led me to read some pretty embar-

rassing sentences out loud.

In our first week of classes, our teacher Elena told us

this simple truth: you can learn all the words and rules

of a language; you can memorize, memorize, memorize;

but you don’t truly start learning the language until you

practice with other people. Learning a language requires

trying to speak it every chance you get, which means

making mistakes—lots of mistakes. Memorizing the rules

is important, but for a language to become meaningful for

us, we have to be willing to make fools of ourselves.

The other missionaries in the village agreed with Elena.

Our friend Kimberly, who had moved to Romania from

the United States nearly ten years before, told us story

after story about the mistakes she made while learning.

But now, because of those mistakes, she was flourishing.

Kimberly’s accent was almost impeccable.

Without a willingness to dive right in and make mis-

takes, it’s impossible to learn any language—or a musical

instrument or a new dance, or almost anything else for

that matter. All those mistakes feel uncomfortable; you
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feel like a fool, you’re full of shame, and you want to yell,

“I promise I’m competent in other areas of my life!”

Coming to terms with our sexuality and creating

healthy sex lives is similar to learning a language. Both

require witnessing the new mode of communication

through experience, correction, and seeing the results of

our actions. We will make mistakes, and in the process of

making mistakes, we are getting it right. We can spend all

our time studying the “rules” and recite them proficiently,

but without experience, without the ability to witness

another person, we can’t really call ourselves fluent.

That’s our fourth paradox: we will and we won’t get

things right. But through the process of making mistakes,

through the process of getting it all wrong, we are doing

it right.

If you’re not sexually active and working on physical

expression, you can still be working with your sexuality.

I’m not saying you must or should be sexually active. I’m

simply saying that sex and sexuality must be experienced.

If waiting to be sexually active feels congruent with your

values, then explore your sexuality instead. Work with

your own body and the other forms of sexuality that you

do want to experience right now. For example, set aside

time to masturbate slowly, paying attention to every sen-

sation that comes up and not rushing to reach a climax.

You will get things right while doing that, and you will

get things wrong, and you will be learning all the while.

Know that when you become sexually active, the same

back and forth between getting things right and wrong

will happen.

Like each of the other paradoxes we’ve already

explored, these truths apply whether we’re sexually active

or not. This is something that many LGBTQ people

understand intuitively. People often ask us, “Well, how do

you know you’re gay if you’ve never slept with a person of
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another gender?” Many of us know well before ever hav-

ing sex for the first time who we’re attracted to, because

we’ve paid attention to the experience of our bodies. We

have felt aroused by people of the same gender or reacted

negatively when someone of another gender has gone in

for a kiss. Sexual experience doesn’t translate exclusively

to sexual activity.

Of course, it’s also true that we learn things through

sexual activity that we cannot learn any other way. While

many queer people know they’re queer way before ever

having sex, I have a friend who learned that she was a les-

bian only through the experience of getting married to a

man and having sex with him. She had waited until mar-

riage to have sex. She thought she was straight, and it was

a slow process for her to realize that she actually didn’t

have any sexual desire for the man she married. This is a

tragic experience but one that allowed her to continue to

move toward flourishing. She is now in a happy relation-

ship with a woman and still has a great friendship with

her ex-husband.

Regardless of where we are, regardless of what we are

experiencing, our fourth paradox shows us that getting

things wrong is just part of the process. It means we are

in it, learning about our bodies, learning what works and

doesn’t work. If we are actively engaging the sexual parts

of ourselves with intentionality and care, however that

looks, we are getting it right.

If making mistakes and messing up—also known as

getting things “wrong”—ultimately means we’re engaging

with our sexuality and our sex lives the right way, then

our constructs of “right” and “wrong” are turned on their

heads, aren’t they? The “getting things right and wrong”

paradox introduces some fluidity into the equation. It

doesn’t remove the ideals of right and wrong; cultural

norms, laws, and values offer some firm boundaries, par-
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ticularly when it comes to abuse. But in most scenarios,

this paradox does prevent us from assigning moral judg-

ments to our actions. In faith communities especially,

we’re used to holding our lives up to some sort of moral

standard and then determining our worth based on our

adherence to that standard. We want a list on paper or

big stone tablets that tells us we are good if we do certain

things and bad if we do other things. However, this para-

dox makes it impossible to create such a list, because there

is no more rigid divide between right and wrong.

SELF-RIGHTEOUSNESS OR DESPAIR

When we describe ourselves as good or bad based upon

how well we are adhering to a code, it is so much easier

for shame to jump in and ruin things. If we’re existing in

this binary, we’re usually in one of two positions: either

we are self-righteous, telling everyone, “Look at me obey-

ing so well, and look at all these other people who aren’t,”

or we’re in a place of despair, saying, “Look at what a

terrible person I am, the worst of all sinners.” This is

the natural result of measuring our worth based on our

adherence to strict codes of right and wrong that were

created outside ourselves, and this is primarily how we

are taught to exist in many faith communities.

Both self-righteousness and despair are places of

shame. Despair says, “I’m a terrible person. I can never

be good by myself.” It is the voice of shame personified,

almost a complete overtaking of our identity by shame.

Sadly, so much of our theological teaching and theolog-

ical language encourages this, as if denigrating ourselves

somehow makes our faith stronger, as if berating our-

selves somehow enhances our connection to God.

Self-righteousness is the other side of the same coin,

and it’s a protective mechanism rooted in fear of shame.

Self-righteousness says, “I must strictly adhere to this
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code, or else I will be overtaken by my badness. This is the

only way I can ensure that I am good.” Whenever we try

to behave in the “right” way, shame is always lurking, and

it is the driving force of a striving after goodness.

Both of these positions are futile, because they keep us

stuck in a system that is ultimately boxed in, suffocating,

with absolutely no freedom. But there is another way, a

different system that has nothing to do with labels like

“good” and “bad” but instead is concerned with freedom.

Freedom leads to flourishing for all people.

We don’t actually have the ability to assign goodness

and badness to ourselves or to others. All our attempts

to define morality and base our worth upon those defin-

itions will be ineffective. The definitions themselves sim-

ply trap us in shame loops. What we think is good can

in the long run turn out to be horribly destructive. What

we believe is a mistake can turn out to be the exact right

thing in the moment. The ultimate determination of these

things requires time, experience, and witness. A prime

example of this is first dates. So often, I’ll go home after a

first date and replay the entire conversation in my head,

calling myself some choice names and wondering, “What

in the world was I thinking, telling that story?!” I have

friends who do this, too, who have found out later, once

their relationships have been established, that it was those

exact stories, those exact quirks that drew their partners

to them. It’s the stuff of wedding toasts.

Freeing ourselves of our notions of goodness and bad-

ness is hard, because it means there are no easy answers

to our questions about morality and therefore no easy

answers to our questions about sexual ethics. In my expe-

rience, the truest answer to most questions about sexual

ethics is “Well, it depends . . .” Such questions involve a

level of complexity that is erased when we keep pursuing

old quests for certainty about right and wrong.
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I know it may seem that I’m asking you to do some-

thing impossible. We exist in a world that encourages us

every day to define ourselves based upon the categories of

good and bad, which is a source of shame. When we are

able to embrace the fact that making mistakes is an essen-

tial part of being human, we can begin to let go of some

of that shame. Remember my client Leon from chapter 1?

He grew up in rural Texas and lived a double life—a wor-

ship leader who spent night after night hooking up with

random people. Leon deeply regretted these experiences,

especially after he moved to Seattle, came out, and began

working through some of the shame he had been holding

around his sexuality. He came to see me because of that

shame.

Making mistakes is part of our journey toward healthy

sexuality. Sexual health does not mean the absence of

mistakes; it means learning from our mistakes and letting

them guide us as we move forward. Sometimes we realize

that what we once called a mistake wasn’t actually a mis-

take at all.

I hear stories all the time about people like Leon who

regret sexual decisions they have made. They feel bound

to these experiences and describe them as if the experi-

ences destroyed some of their worth, some of their value,

because they’ve done things that don’t align with their

value systems. They feel deep shame. Eventually, Leon

was able to see that he had been coping the only way he

knew how. He wasn’t in a place where he could integrate

his sexuality. He didn’t have the tools. Through our work

together, Leon was able to gain a different perspective on

this part of his life, and he came to see it as a valuable part

of his journey toward health.

Any of us can so easily get caught up in these kinds of

feelings, too, berating ourselves or shaking our heads and

wondering, “What was I thinking?” We can look back on
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our past selves with hate or disgust. It’s one thing to be

able to say, “Yeah, sometimes we get things wrong, and

sometimes we get things right,” but it’s another to actually

reckon with and learn from the shame that comes when

we do things we’re not proud of.

WORKING THROUGH SHAME

When we’re faced with shame around our sexual deci-

sions (or any choice, for that matter), three steps can help

us work through these feelings: (1) recognize the shame;

(2) understand the why; and (3) practice self-compassion.

First, and this may seem obvious, we need to recognize

when we are having a shame response. It’s common in

our world to base our worth on how much or how little

sex we are having, and shame responses have become part

of our natural disposition. We hear our friends talking

about the sex they are having after going out, and we

automatically compare ourselves and assign value to that,

whether positive or negative. If we haven’t recognized

our shame, then we can’t work with it. Shame can move

unchecked when it is unrecognized. Naming our shame

concretely can be incredibly helpful here: “I am feeling

shame because I hooked up with that girl after dancing

with her in the club. That felt like a mistake.”

Once we name our shame, we can move toward under-

standing why we did what we did. Quite often, our mis-

takes are rooted in good intentions or honest emotions.

For example, Hannah from chapter 2 broke up with her

girlfriend the day after she had sex. Hannah still is not

particularly proud of that. The shame she feels about this

still occasionally comes up in our work together. But in

our sessions, stopping to explore why she did that helps

her work with her shame. As we touched on in chapter

7, Hannah slept with her girlfriend because she wanted

a deeper connection; she wanted to move their relation-
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ship to a deeper level, and she wanted to finally expe-

rience a sexual relationship. Those are beautiful things.

Hannah can honor those parts of herself that wanted con-

nection, those parts of herself that wanted intimacy, and

name those as good. Her desire for connection and inti-

macy is a good thing. She can simultaneously name those

things as good and acknowledge that the outcome wasn’t

what she wanted.

Naming a deeper why and recognizing what motivated

our actions automatically introduces complexity into our

shame narratives. Now “I am bad because I slept with that

girl and then broke up with her” turns to “I really hoped

sleeping with her would help us connect, but it didn’t. I

regret that.” That’s a much more honest space. It doesn’t

remove the reality of hurt in the process, but it does help

her see that what she was searching for was something

good: connection.

The point here is not to use this more sophisticated

understanding of our motivations as an excuse. I can rec-

ognize that my intention behind the action was to find

a deeper connection and simultaneously see that my

impact was hurtful. If the other person were to come to

me and say, “You hurt me, and you shouldn’t have done

that,” it would be so easy for me to say, “I didn’t mean to. I

just wanted to connect with you. I’m sorry you feel hurt.”

But that’s me puffing up to protect myself from the pain

we’re both feeling; it’s not being honest.

Recognizing why we did something doesn’t automat-

ically make it OK and absolve us from responsibility.

When people tell us that we hurt them, we need to take

that seriously, regardless of our intentions. But recog-

nizing our intentions can help keep our shame

voices—which serve no helpful purpose—at bay. We are

not bad people because we hurt someone, and labeling

ourselves as such doesn’t solve the problem. After we
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acknowledge our shame, we can then work to repair the

relationship from a place of integrity and compassion: “I

didn’t mean to hurt you, and I am so sorry that I did.”

The final step, after we’ve named our shame and rec-

ognized the why, is to practice self-compassion. To prac-

tice self-compassion is simply “to treat ourselves with the

same kindness, caring, and compassion we would show

to a good friend, or even a stranger for that matter.”1 By

identifying all the complexity in ourselves—the fact that

we’re feeling shame, that we had good intentions, and that

we’ve hurt ourselves and others—and then normalizing

that reality, we can move toward self-compassion.

It’s so incredibly normal to hurt someone while having

good intentions. It happens all the time to every person

on the planet. It’s also normal to feel bad, and as we recog-

nize that we’re living into part of our human experience,

we can then choose to offer ourselves kindness. Kind-

ness and compassion don’t erase the pain, nor do they

absolve us from taking responsibility for the pain we’ve

caused and the people we’ve hurt, but with the strength

gained from compassion, we can begin to repair the rela-

tionship. Shame isn’t a part of the equation when we do

this; instead, we’re operating from a grounded place, a

place where all the complexity of feelings is recognized

and acknowledged.

These three steps I’ve outlined will free us up to witness

reality. Hannah was able to look back at the story of

breaking up with her girlfriend and see both the truth

that she wanted connection and that her quest for con-

nection was ultimately painful for both of them. Does that

make her bad or good? Neither. She made choices; some

were beneficial, some were painful, but none of those

choices reflect who Hannah is.

We don’t have to be ashamed of our past sexual deci-

sions. We don’t have to look at them purely as mistakes.
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We don’t have to berate ourselves and use them as object

lessons. Even if we’re not proud of some of the choices

we have made, instead of looking back and exclaiming,

“What was I thinking?!” merely as a prelude to pronounc-

ing ourselves ruined and shameful, we can answer that

question with honesty.

What were we thinking? In most cases, we were proba-

bly pursuing connection, love, belonging, goodness, inti-

macy, and pleasure. Should we blame ourselves for

making the choices we made in that moment? Rather

than blame ourselves, we can ask whether we have

learned something about others and ourselves from the

experience. If we were faced with that same situation

and that same moment today, we might make a different

choice based upon our experience, or we might not.

So far, we’ve been looking at experiences and choices

we regret in some way. We also sometimes may feel an

obligation to regret sexual experiences that don’t fit what

we’ve been taught is acceptable, even though, when it

comes down to it, those experiences were actually pretty

amazing and positive. Several months ago, a client who

grew up in a conservative Christian environment walked

into my office and told me that she had just hooked up

with a guy she had no intention of pursuing a relationship

with.

“I felt so good in the morning. The sex was amazing!”

She was trying to stifle a big smile. “I don’t feel bad about

it, but I feel like I should.” We spent the session unpacking

the common message that we have to regret, or feel guilty

about, or feel shame about any sexual experience that

doesn’t fit within traditional narratives. As we explored

her experience, we determined that she had acted within

the values she had set out for herself. And she had really

enjoyed herself. She didn’t feel guilty because she had

nothing to feel guilty about.
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What about when we get things right? For some of us,

it can be harder to name and claim getting it “right” than

getting it “wrong.” We gloss right over these experiences

or feel anxiety, wondering, “Should I feel bad about this?

Surely that wasn’t as good as it seemed.” It’s much easier

to dwell on what we get wrong or tune into the voices

that encourage us to find fault in our choices, because

the human brain maintains a negativity bias. We are evo-

lutionarily wired to remember our negative experiences.

This means our brains automatically gloss over good

experiences and favor the negative ones because the more

we’re able to avoid negative experiences, the better our

chances of survival. When we have really good sex, sex

that we and our partners enjoy, we can practice letting it

simply be good, without placing judgment on it.

In the six months I lived in Romania before moving

back to the United States for college, I didn’t get much

further than learning basic Romanian phrases for daily

survival. It was too easy to switch back into English,

which most of my Romanian friends were quite happy

with, because they could actually understand me, and

they could continue to hone their English skills. My

friends knew that the right way to learn a language is to

make mistakes, but I wasn’t willing to get uncomfortable

enough to make those mistakes, so I never really learned

from the experience.

As we have positive and negative sexual experiences, as

we witness ourselves and others in relation to our sex-

uality, we learn. We learn about ourselves, and we learn

about others. We learn what we like and what we don’t

like. Since we are continually learning, there is no one

“right” sexual ethic and no one “right” way to do sexuality.

Accepting the fourth paradox—that we will and we won’t

get it right, sometimes at the same time—encourages us

to enjoy our sexuality right now. Whatever values we
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decide on for ourselves, as we work toward flourishing

for ourselves and for others, we can celebrate when we

experience it, and we can offer ourselves kindness when

we do things that diminish flourishing and then trust our-

selves to move back toward flourishing as we continue on

our journey.

Notes

1. Kristin Neff, Self-Compassion: The Proven Power of Being Kind

to Yourself (New York: William Morrow, 2011), 6.
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CONCLUSION: THE FINAL PARADOX:

EMBRACING SHAME

On a Thursday evening a few years ago, I left a public lec-

ture at a local university to grab a drink of water. At the

drinking fountain, I ran into a few friends I hadn’t seen in

months. As we chatted, I caught the gaze of an absolutely

beautiful man I had never seen before and held eye con-

tact.

Much to my horror, he immediately altered his path to

the restroom and walked straight up to us, interrupting

our conversation, looking directly at me. “Hi, I’m James,”

he said with a big smile. “I think I saw you on Tinder a

few weeks ago?”

I didn’t remember, but I was smitten, my heart flut-

tering. I stumbled through an introduction, and we

exchanged numbers with the plan of grabbing drinks

later that evening. Then I went back to sit with my friend

Aubrey in the lecture hall.

“I think I just met my husband,” I said to her.

We did meet up that night and talked until two in the

morning, leaving only because the bar was closing. The

next weekend, James and I spent almost every moment

we could getting to know each other. On Saturday after-

noon, a huge snowstorm hit Seattle.

“Why don’t you come back to my place to wait out the

BEYOND SHAME 165



storm? It’s close,” James suggested, with a sly smile on his

face.

We were pretty far from my apartment, and the roads

were already icy. In that moment, I had a choice to make:

brave the slippery roads and go home, turning away from

the invitation to sex that was the subtext of James’s invi-

tation, or go back to James’s place and face my sexuality

with my mom’s voice whispering, “Cover your eyes,

Matt,” in my head.

It wasn’t a hard decision. In fact, I had been hoping the

weekend would lead to this. Minutes later, we were in

James’s apartment, kissing and undressing. I’ll spare you

the details but highlight the connection that was made

between us momentarily that afternoon.

THE POWER OF CONNECTION

When I first started researching sexual ethics, I stumbled

across a short essay by the theologian Rowan Williams.

That essay, titled “The Body’s Grace,” to this day remains

one of the most poignant pieces I have ever read about

sex and sexuality. In it, Williams wonders if the big ques-

tion around sexual morality is this: “How much do we

want our sexual activity to communicate? How much do

we want it to display a breadth of human possibility and a

sense of the body’s capacity to heal and enlarge the life of

others?”1 For Williams, the marker of a moral sexual rela-

tionship is not our adherence to a list of rules of what is

and what isn’t acceptable; instead, the measure is what we

are communicating with our bodies. Are we expanding

connection and flourishing, or are we diminishing con-

nection?

All sexual relationships, whether they are momentary

or long-term, have the potential to move us toward

expansion and connection, toward flourishing, toward

the integration of our shame. They also have the potential
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to move us away from all of these things into avoidance

and dis-integration. It’s all based on how we connect or

don’t connect and on how we then work with ourselves

and the people we are with when disconnection is

inevitable. I agree with Williams that the ideal is ulti-

mately finding a person, or people, to share in a long-

term vulnerable, developing relationship. Shame gets

fought more fully in these kinds of relationships, because

we’re able to work with that shame over a long period of

time, and as more gets uncovered, we get to deeper lay-

ers. But I also believe that people can come alongside us

and help us with our shame in a variety of different ways,

including short-term relationships.

Let me apply this to my weekend with James. Later

that Saturday evening, James and I braved the snow to

grab dinner, and I caught a glimpse of myself in the mir-

ror. I couldn’t quite comprehend what I was seeing: I

looked like a different person. Maybe it was the restau-

rant lighting, but I barely recognized myself. The man I

was looking at—myself—was radiant, with piercing blue

eyes. Instead of being greeted by the shame that some-

times comes with a glance in the mirror, I was seeing

myself the way James saw me that weekend.

This story illustrates my point. By turning toward

James, by turning toward my own sexuality that after-

noon, I experienced a new kind of connection firsthand.

Through witnessing his desire for me and my desire for

him, I was able to see myself in a different way.

Something had shifted in me in that encounter. Some

of my shame was gone.

EMBRACING CONNECTION

My mom tells me that as a toddler, my favorite book was

The Little Engine That Could. Before bed, I would run up to
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her, holding the book out, whispering, “I tink I can, I tink

I can, I tink I can.”

The book is a classic—the story of a little train engine

that has a long string of heavy cars to carry. She travels

along, moving forward with some exertion but relative

ease until she comes to a great big hill. The train looks up

the hill with trepidation but decides to try to scale it by

herself. She chugs and chugs, but no matter how hard the

little engine tries, the weight is too heavy, and she can’t

get up the track.

So she starts to look for help. She asks a couple of

larger engines to help her carry the load, but each of

them declines her offer with excuses like “I’ve already

been cleaned and don’t want to get dirty helping you”

and “I’m too important to help little engines” and “I’m too

tired.” She begins to get discouraged, but just when she’s

about to lose all hope of climbing the mountain, she sees

another little engine that looks just like her.

“Will you help me?” the little engine asks. They look at

her load together, somewhat skeptically, and the other lit-

tle engine says, “Well, I can try!”

The engines link together and begin their trek up the

hill, chanting to themselves, “I think I can, I think I can,

I think I can!” They strain and pull, chanting all the way,

“I think I can, I think I can, I think I can,” and slowly but

surely, they work their way up the hill. And they make it,

together.

The book ends with the two engines saying good-bye

and the little engine continuing on her way, now whis-

pering, “I thought I could, I thought I could, I thought I

could,” all the way into the distance. I imagine that her

load felt a little bit lighter.

When it comes to sexual shame, and shame in general,

we’re like that little engine. We plug along, doing the best

that we can, carrying heavy weight with us, but eventu-
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ally we come across a hill, and that shame feels insur-

mountable. We try to find different ways of climbing the

hill—our coping mechanisms. Some of us hide from the

hill, avoid the hill, or try to find ways around the hill. Oth-

ers of us try to muscle our way up the hill, ignore it, or

pretend everything is fine, all the while yelling breath-

lessly, “What hill?! You’re the one trying to climb a hill,

not me! No hill here!” Others of us try to climb the hill

occasionally but find that we’re actually pretty content

just camping out at the base, promising that we’ll deal

with it eventually but forgetting about it in the meantime.

None of these approaches actually gets us up the hill.

Instead, we’re left with our huge weight, looking around,

trying to figure out how in the world we’re going to

make it.

So we talk about fighting shame, getting rid of it, work-

ing with ourselves to lighten the weight. And in some

ways, that works. We can let a couple of cars go, allevi-

ating the burden a little bit. Still, we find that no matter

how hard we work, the weight doesn’t disappear, and we

still can’t get up the hill.

I think that’s where we might be right now, staring up

at that big hill, wondering how in the world we are going

to face it. We’ve explored the hill and the ways we try

to cope with the reality of it. We’ve looked back at the

weight we’re carrying, and we’ve worked to understand

some of how it got there and why we’re holding it, but we

haven’t actually climbed the hill. We haven’t actually dealt

with our shame.

A few weeks ago, I was describing this book to a col-

league at the small grad school where I’m an assistant

instructor. I told her I’m exploring how we fight sexual

shame so we can embrace healthy sexuality. A knowing

smile came over her face, and I knew she was about to say

something profound.
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“We don’t fight shame, we embrace it.”

Of course, I thought. That’s it. That’s what I’ve been trying

to say all along, but I didn’t know it.

We can spend our lives fighting our shame, but ulti-

mately fighting the reality of our shame is like the little

engine trying to fight the hill. It’s not gonna work. The

hill doesn’t magically go away, no matter how hard we

try to fight it. The only way the little engine was able to

get over her hill was to embrace it. This may be the ulti-

mate paradox, our fifth and most important paradox: to

get beyond shame, we have to embrace it. Embracing our

shame can empower us if we see the connections it offers

to other people and to ourselves.

This is a paradox we know well because it shows up

throughout our lives. The only way out is through. The little

engine can do all the work she wants before climbing the

hill. She can look at maps, she can read all about it, she

can research the hell out of it. But eventually, she’s actu-

ally going to have to face the hill.

And she can’t face it alone.

EMBRACING SHAME

All the way back in the introduction to this book, one of

the ways I defined shame was the fear of disconnection. It

is the voices both inside and outside of us that convince

us we are not worthy of connection because of who we

are or what we have done. Shame is anything that

attempts to convince us that we are disqualified from

connection, whether internal connection (i.e., integrating

pieces of ourselves), connection with other people, or

connection with God. Because of how closely tied our

sexuality is to our personhood, sexuality is a place in our

lives where we feel shame most acutely, and it is a place

where some of the most shaming messages occur.

The little engine faced a lot of those shaming messages
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from other engines that looked like they had everything

figured out. The big, smart, important engines refused to

help the little engine. Instead, they cut her down: “Who do

you think you are? Can’t you see we’re busy being impor-

tant? Get with the program.”

These engines remind me of those who only heap more

burdens upon those of us who are searching for ways to

manage and deal with our sexual shame. Instead of help-

ing us pick up the load and get up the hill, they leave us

stranded and thinking that we’re the bad ones. Their mes-

sages are ineffective and only serve to make things worse.

Do you see where I’m going with this? The little engine

found another little engine, just like her, who was willing

to face the challenge alongside her. And even though it

took a whole lot of work, they scaled the hill together.

That’s the key here. If shame is the fear of disconnec-

tion, the way we work with our own shame is by embrac-

ing connection. That’s what I did with James.

So let’s talk about what it means to embrace our shame.

After all, shame isn’t something we can just say no to.

As we’ve explored, ignoring shame or denying it doesn’t

make it magically disappear. Framing shame (or anything

in our past) as “just a story we tell ourselves” and claiming

that it doesn’t have power over us is a misunderstanding

of reality that only serves to disconnect us from the parts

of ourselves that are feeling the shame.

Imagine a fight you’ve recently been in. If you can’t

think of a fight you’ve been in, think of the last fight

you’ve watched on TV or in a movie. Any kind of fight

will work, whether it is verbal or physical. When it comes

right down to it, fighting is typically an act of disconnec-

tion, or dis-integration. It is two or more people, ideas, or

groups of people coming into conflict. When we—instead

of doing the hard work of understanding the conflict,
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instead of doing the work of integration—choose to push

away from each other, the result is a fight.

When we fight, our most common reaction is to harden

up, to dig in our heels, to assert our goals as the most

important; we seek to win at all costs. The same is true

when we try to fight parts of ourselves. Instead of lis-

tening to those parts, instead of seeking to understand

why they are there, instead of working to integrate them

into ourselves, we push those parts away. Yet as we’ve

explored, that doesn’t actually work.

How do we resolve conflict? How do we heal after

fights? We reconnect. To embrace our shame, we have

to embrace connection. We find other people who will

get into the nitty-gritty of our shame with us, who will

help us embrace the parts of ourselves that we are scared

nobody will love, and we climb those hills together.

Sexuality is uniquely positioned to help us with this

task because, as we have established, sex is literally, bio-

logically, about connection. Very few other things con-

nect us in the ways sex connects us. Thus, having sex can

be an integral part of helping ourselves get up and over

our hills of shame.

Yet, as we’ve also explored, where there is immense

potential for connection, there is also tremendous poten-

tial for disconnection. I’m talking about both interper-

sonal sexuality and our internal sex lives. Are we making

choices with our bodies that lead us toward further con-

nection or further disconnection?

You’ll notice I’ve been cautious in this book to avoid

prescribing a certain sexual ethic, because the question

of connection and disconnection is a question that only

you can answer for yourself. It looks different for all of

us because while we all have common chemicals coursing

through our bodies, each of us is unique and responds dif-
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ferently. Our unique sexual ethic is something we have to

witness within ourselves.

Each of the four paradoxes in this book serves as a

guidepost as we work to evaluate our sex lives and build

our sexual ethics. As we pursue sexual health, are we also

aware of the risks involved? When we’re jumping into

bed with someone, are we embracing vulnerability, or are

we using sex to avoid vulnerability? If we’re using it to

avoid vulnerability, are we aware of that and cognizant

that eventually the things we’re avoiding will have to be

faced? Are we using safer sexual practices? Have we built

a trust floor? If we don’t have a trust floor, how are we

going to work with the feelings that might pop up after

our dopamine goes away? If we’re considering building

a trust floor with someone, are we aware of how much

more things may hurt if that trust floor gets broken? Are

we willing to make mistakes—and in the process get a lot

of things right?

Our answers to these questions can lead us closer

to—or further away from—connection with other people.

Understanding our answers and the way they intersect

with our own lives helps us move with intention. Instead

of floundering around, we can build principles and prac-

tices that are good for us and kind to ourselves—practices

that allow us to use our voice, explore our bodies, work

toward mutual pleasure, and ultimately help heal shame

in our lives.

EMBRACING ENDINGS

I think one of the most beautiful things about the Little

Engine That Could is that the engine who helped her up

the hill says good-bye before the end of the story. They

don’t chug off into the distance together, living happily

ever after, carrying the load. And while that ending to the
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story would be just as beautiful, it doesn’t feel as realistic

to me.

You may dream of finding that one special person to

live happily ever after with, and while this is certainly a

possibility, I also think it’s vital that we reckon with the

fact that relationships end. Sometimes people come into

our lives for a season; they help us up a hill or two, and

then they leave us.

While I believe lasting, committed relationships are

possible, and also necessary. (There’s something that hap-

pens to us when we commit to people, whether in friend-

ships, long-term relationships, or marriages. People can

add to or help take away our shame based on how we con-

nect with them.) The brutal reality is that relationships

end—sometimes no matter how hard we try. So this is

another thing we have to hold with complexity.

My relationship with James didn’t last very long, yet

the changes in myself did. I was more connected to my

body, I was more confident in myself, and James had

helped teach me I was worth that kind of connection. Even

though things with James ended, what I experienced with

him is not something I would give up. Parts of me were

truly transformed though my brief relationship with him.

I see this happen with my friends and in my clients often.

It can happen with all of us.

Some of us will say good-bye more often than others,

depending on how we decide we want to live out our

sexual ethics. I would imagine that after the other little

engine chugged away, the Little Engine’s load felt simul-

taneously heavier and lighter at the same time. It felt

heavier because she had to bear it all by herself again,

but lighter and more bearable because another engine had

been willing to get into the mess of her journey with her.

When we embrace connection and vulnerability, when

we’re in spaces that promote safety and integration,
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something happens to our shame. It doesn’t magically just

go away, but as we continue to move forward in our rela-

tionships and build trust, as those we trust embrace the

hidden parts of us, we change. As shame is embraced, it

begins to lose its power. We begin to see ourselves more

clearly, with new eyes. We begin to see how radiant we

actually are.

If shame is about disconnection, then the antidote is

connection. When we connect and integrate those parts

of ourselves that we feel shame around, we build

resilience. Some of that work we can do ourselves,

through practices like self-compassion and mindfulness.

But most of that work takes other people—people who

can embrace us in tangible ways. Sometimes that embrace

can happen in a single moment. Like my experience with

James, we can all have experiences with people that com-

pletely shift our internal worlds. Sometimes it can take

a lifetime, a continual choosing into connection. As that

happens, we slowly open up more and more of ourselves

to the embrace of connection. If we turn toward our sex-

ual relationships with this understanding, they become an

incredibly powerful tool to help us move beyond shame.

CLIMBING OUR HILLS TOGETHER

The Little Engine That Could needed help to be able to

climb the big hill. I needed James to help me climb one of

my hills that afternoon in his apartment. We all need help

climbing our hills and finding connection. We have to

open ourselves up to connect and let others connect with

us. As we embrace each other, we embrace each other’s

shame and transform it.

The beauty here is that the paradoxes we have been

exploring are true about every single relationship we

ever encounter, not just sexual ones. We can practice

the intentionality these paradoxes invite us into with
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anyone—in our friendships or with the stranger sitting

next to us on a plane. These paradoxes give us a road map

to connection, and whether we practice that connec-

tion while being intimate in our bedrooms, with our-

selves by exploring our bodies, or simply over coffee with

a dear friend, each time we turn toward connection, we

turn toward an embrace of our shame. And we move

beyond it.

Here’s my final call to you: don’t cover your eyes. Open

them wide and look around. Look around at the people

who surround you, at all your relationships, and embrace

what they bring to you in all their complexity. Look at

the health, the safety, and the risk. Despite your feelings

of vulnerability and avoidance, turn toward these things.

Turn toward one of the most powerful tools you have for

connection: your sexuality. Whether with other people or

by yourself, turn toward connection.

Moving beyond shame is a practice. It’s a task that takes

a high level of commitment, a high level of intention, and

it can feel daunting. But the wonderful part about turning

toward our sexuality is that it’s usually pretty enjoyable if

we’re engaging in it in a way that is consistent with our

values. It’s up to us to put these principles into practice,

to choose to use our sexuality in ways that connect, and

to work with ourselves to connect the parts of ourselves

that feel shame when we don’t. It’s not easy work. But can

we do it?

Like the Little Engine, I think we can.

And maybe it’s time to make a few mistakes.

Notes

1. Rowan Williams, “The Body’s Grace,” in Our Selves, Our

Souls and Bodies: Sexuality and the Household of God, ed.

Charles Hefling (Boston: Cowley, 1996), 61.
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