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both about desires they have that are not normative and about
feelings of emptiness they sometimes have even when they do
normative things. This is the landscape in which the Religious
Right in the United States staked its claim.

The Religious Right recognized that there is a keen and pow-
erful relationship between emotional matters and American pol-
itics. Psychological conditions have political consequences.
Disorientation about how to deal with the new confusion about
the connections between people and their partners, and between
people and themselves, lefc Americans intimidated and vulnera-
ble on a whole range of issues, from sex education for adoles-
cents and the conservative obsession with premarital abstinence
to HIV prevention strategies domestically and globally, from
women'’s right to access contraception and abortion to the right
for homosexuals to marry.

Over the past fifteen years, religious conservatives succeeded
in taking over the terms of conversation about sex and love in
the United States by working the contradictions of sex and love
and heightening the very anxieties they claimed they could alle-
viate. And liberals and progressives did not—or chose not to—
respond. This was not least because religious conservatives used
a strategy that caught liberals and progressives utterly off guard:
they bragged boldly and loudly that Christian sex was the most
amazing sex on God’s green earth.

Chapter 2

SOULGASM

|

WHEN IT COMES TO SEX, observers have routinely gotten the
Religious Right wrong. The general consensus has been that
right-wing evangelical Christians are anti-sex. They are an up-
tight and unforgiving bunch who would rather make war than
love.

This assessment of evangelical Christianity is thoroughly
misleading. Yes, right-wing evangelicals have been bluntly hos-
tile to homosexuality and abortion rights. And religious conser-
vatives have also been tremendously restrictive about adolescent
and premarital sex, even as they have regularly admitted the
prevalence of both. But the Religious Right is also hugely sex-
affirmative with respect to marital sex. Since at least the
mid-1970s, evangelical Christians have been pushing the good
word that evangelicals have more fun—that godly sex is the
most fabulous sex—and that evangelicals respect women. The
still pervasive popular notion that evangelical Christians do not
like sex, or do not revel in the joys of breathtaking orgasms

(within marriage), is nonsense.
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Open any Christian sex advice book published within the last
several years and you will read comments like this: “Some peo-
ple have the mistaken notion that God is anti-sex . . . in fact,
he’s outspokenly pro-sex! He invented it. What an incredible
thought! Passionate sex was God’s idea.”* And there is this: “Or-
gasm is an integral part of God’s design for sex.”? And in one of
the earliest, most admired, and most often recommended evan-
gelical sex advice texts, Clifford and Joyce Penner’s The Gift of
Sex (1981), the emphasis is on “the Bible’s loud prosexual mes-
sage.”? The Religious Right promises that if its rules are fol-
lowed, magnificent sex can be yours forever.

Writing about sex has been hugely successful for the evangel-
ical movement. Evangelical author Timothy LaHaye, best
known for the “Left Behind” series, his science fiction about Ar-
mageddon, was ahead of the curve when in 1976 he published,
together with his wife Beverly (now head of the right-wing
lobby Concerned Women for America), The Act of Marriage. In
it, the LaHayes describe sex as “/ife’s most exciting experience.” For a
man, “the titanic emotional and physical explosion that culmi-
nates the act of marriage for the husband is easily the most ex-
citing experience he ever enjoys, at least on a repeatable basis.”
The LaHayes did not hesitate to describe the way a wife’s vagi-
nal area becomes “very moist” and her labia “swell to two or
three times their normal thickness” under the impact of “gentle
stroking” by the husband’s fingers. The LaHayes declared that,
as long as everything was done correctly, “modern research indi-
cates that a woman’s otgasmic experience is every bit as titanic

as a man’s.”® They expressed an uncomplicated confidence that
evangelical marital sex is the happiest sex, and they assumed
that evangelical men naturally cherish their wives.

By the turn of the new century, however, this latter assump-
tion was almost universally understood as outdated. Evangeli-
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cal sex advice responded with a wholly original anah'rsis c?f h?w

to promote the joys of marital sex, while re.cogmzmg its in-

evitable discontents as well. The tipping point ?ame in 2000

with the publication of Every Man'’s Battle: Winning the War on
Sexual Temptation One Victory at a Time by Stephen A.rterb.urn

and Fred Stoeker. Arterburn and Stoeker’s strategic asides

about “a jaw-dropping beauty in a thong biki‘ni” or 2 Worn.an

with “long legs in heels, and full breasts crowning a s1lk¥-Fh1n,

miniskirt sundress” are integral to their new, and surprisingly

aggressive, assault zgainst masturbation and fantasy.’ Arterbt.lrn

and Stoeker recognize that they could denounce masturbation
at the same time they give their male reader something to mas-
turbate about. In this way, the evangelical sex industry car'l oc-
casionally linger on descriptions of erotic fantasies—the vs.nlder
the better—but it douses those fantasies with the ominous
warning that they lead directly to sexual dysfunction and mari-
tal unhappiness.

Since 2000, the best-selling evangelical writings on sex have
been as titillating as the soft-core stuff any adolescent boy used
to keep stashed under his mattress (and now keeps bookmarked
on his laptop). Evangelical sex advice lures and tempts and
arouses—all in the name of Christ. It has done so in.order to ar-
gue that not only nonmarital sex but also masturbation and fan-
tasy stunt emotional growth, destroy souls, and devastate
marriages. This has been its overt message, but tf) get that mes-
sage out there as forcefully as possible, eva'ngehcal SEX eXperts
now engage in their own variation of Christian pornography. ’

Here is an example from Arterburn and Stoeker’s Every Man's
Bartle:

Alex remembers the time he was watching TV with his sister-
in-law. The rest of the family was at the mall. “She was lying flat
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his antimasturbation guidebooks to twenty thousand male and
female soldiers serving in Afghanistan and Iraq.?

On the surface, the argument is straightforward. Arterburn
takes the view that masturbation is a “quagmire.”® He describes
it as “an implosion of sexual pleasure that focuses a guy further
and further into himself.” While “loneliness, insecurity, and
broken family relationships are often the stepping-stones to
masturbation,” he concedes, masturbation “just adds to your
loneliness™: “It’s like slaking your parched thirst with salt wa-
ter.” And while presenting himself as someone able to sympa-
thize with a young man “emptying jar after jar of Vaseline,”
Arterburn reassures readers that God will provide for nocturnal
emissions if they only trust God enough. For those who are anx-
ious about their ability to stay the course, he has two different
recommendations. First, “if the idea of never masturbating
again produces so much anxiety in you that you're compelled to
do it just to prove that it is still an option, then . . . just decide
to go one day without masturbating. If that one day is all you
ever experience without masturbating, then you're better off to
have experienced that one day.” Arterburn also advises that a
young man find a well-respected older man in his church to be
his “accountability partner”—"a person who can encourage you
in the heat of battle and ask probing questions like, “What are
you feeling when you’re most tempted to masturbate?”1° In of-
fering suggestions for breaking the habit, Arterburn turns mas-
turbation into a much more dramatic and meaning-filled
practice than it might be otherwise, and he turns the challenge
of quitting into a test of both faith and manhood.

While some of the “Every Man” books directed at women are
designed to help wives whose husbands crave porn or extramari-
tal encounters, others are directed at wives and single women
who have active fantasy lives themselves. Here too there are sexy
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more quickly. Just because it takes most women épproximately
five to ten times longer to orgasm as it does men doesn’t mean
we should just throw caution to the wind and get it over with
for the sake of time. . .. Retrain your brain.” Over and over,
readers are assured that marital sex will be truly spectacular only
if their fantasies are completely banished. Ethridge tells women:
“Remind yourself frequently: “This is my husband. Pleasuring
him sexually is an act of worship to God.””1!

Meanwhile, however, the new evangelical sex advisers openly
admit that they are no saints. Evangelical sex advice—writers dis-
cuss in loving detail their own and their brethren’s sins and pec-
cadilloes. Evangelical abstinence and antimasturbation guru
Arterburn, now chairman of New Life Ministries, the largest
Christian counseling network in America, and host of the New
Life Live! daily radio program broadcast on more than 180 sta-
tions nationwide, openly acknowledges he got a girlfriend preg-
nant while still a teenager. He admits he insisted she have an
abortion, and she complied. He reveals that he once had an affair
with a married woman after a nasty breakup with another
woman, that he had a “promiscuous period,” and that he used to
get off watching porn. After he was married, he grooved on
ogling the bouncing breasts of pretty gitls as they jogged along
the Pacific Coast Highway—until one day he wrecked his Mer-
cedes 450SL near Malibu while doing so. He makes no secret of
the fact that he’s been married three times, or that he had pre-
marital sex with his first two wives. Only with Misty, his current
wife—a curvaceous beauty nearly twenty years his junior—does
Arterburn say he adhered to his own principles of no intercourse
until matrimony. Then again, Arterburn concedes that he kept
his engagement to Misty as brief as possible.12

Fred Stoeker typed out the original manuscript for Every
Man’s Battle, although the final product bears the strong
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away from Dallas (and temptation) to another town in Texas,
she did. Her marriage was saved.'

Far from being rigid, leading spokespersons for the Religious
Right emphasize the movement’s recuperative and therapeutic
aspects, using their own biographies as evidence. Instead of
ejecting the wayward from the fold, the movement welcomes
them and even validates them for their prior failings. Evangeli-
cal advice-writers clearly revel in telling stories of their prior
promiscuities and sinful misdeeds and mistakes. The conversion
narratives that have been part of evangelical tradition for cen-
turies have been given a postmodern twist.

Evangelicals incessantly—even obsessively—admit that they
are drawn to the very things they say they despise. Fifty percent
of evangelical pastors have confessed that they look at Internet
porn, while a recent poll conducted among one thousand evan-
gelicals found that “50% of all Christian men and 20% of all
Christian women are addicted to pornography”; that “60% of
the women who answered the survey confessed having ‘signifi-
cant struggles with lust™; and that “40% admitted to being ‘in-
volved in sexual sin’ in the past year.” The sponsor,
ChristiaNet.com, concluded from its findings that “no one is
immunized against the vice-grip clutches of sexual addictive be-
haviors” and that the “people who struggle with the repeated
pursuit of sexual gratification include church members, deacons,

staff, and yes, even clergy.”1¢ Along related lines, the opening

anecdotes in Marsha Means’s Living with Your Husband’s Secret

Wars feature the porn usage and extramarital affairs of pastors,

church youth leaders, and ordinary Christians warming the

pews on a typical Sunday.!” Or consider the GodMen conference
held in Nashville, Tennessee, in 2006. (GodMen have been
called “Promise Keepers with an edge.”) One speaker, a former
pastor, opened his presentation by mentioning that he picked
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party hosted by his prepubescent daughter; and a father who
joins his son in bed to teach him how to masturbate.?°
In short, evangelical sex and marriage experts have concocted
their own brand of Christian porn, not least so that we know
that they know what they’re talking about. That’s the implied
rationale. The invitations to voyeurism are multiple. Some sto-
ries are appalling and meant to repel; others invite direct identi-
fication; yet others are clearly boastful. Certainly, the authors’
own experience with nonmarital sex and pornography drama-
tizes the sincerity of their conversion to the righteous path of sa-
cred love within marriage. Yet meanwhile, they—or at least the
men—can suggest that the best evangelicals have also been (and
presumably still are) studs in bed. At the same time, the surface
message of all the autobiographical evangelical writing about
sex is precisely the opposite: Don't try this at home. Don’t do what 1

did. >

ANTIMASTURBATION AND ABSTINENCE guidance is not the only
graphically detailed evangelical advice out there. Obsessing over
orgasms has also long been an essential ingredient of the evangel-
ical sex advice business. For at least a quarter-century, evangelical
sex advice—givers have recognized that every man and woman
wants bigger and better orgasms. They know this is as true for
their flock as it is for the average forsaken nonbeliever. And so
they have turned their attention to techniques for intensifying
climax.

God wants His devoted followers to have boundary-dissolving
ecstasy each and every time. There is no need to feel unfulflled
and frustrated after sex with a spouse. Evangelicals deserve the
very best in sex, and so evangelical experts offer the happy
news that holy sex means orgasmic sex. Dozens upon dozens of
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personal excitement become a mutual experience and a mar-

velous turn-on for your mate.??

Dillow and Pintus are enormously reassuring in their sensible
advice that every woman—Iike every couple—is unique, and
that “there is no ‘right way’ to make love.” So they also stress
that while clitoral pleasuring may be the key to otgasm for the
majority of women, some women experience their orgasms as
centered in the vagina. And they point out that simultaneous
orgasm is not a necessary aim; it is perfectly fine for women to
come first. Indeed, “some couples find that intercourse is more
pleasurable for the women [sic} if she has already reached 2 cli-
max as her genitals are lubricated and engorged.”4

And they go out of their way as well to answer the query “Is
intercourse the only ‘proper’ way to have sex?” by asserting that,
no, “intercourse is not the only ‘proper’ way to have sex,” because

“God grants us enormous liberty” and “we are free to enjoy sex-

ual variety.” They recommend to their female readers the fol-

lowing prayer: “Lord, keep me growing as a godly and sensuous
woman. Keep me from worrying about what is normal and let me dwell
on what is a successful sexual encounter for me and my husband.”?> If
all goes well, and all lessons are practiced and learned, Dillow
and Pintus assure their female readers that this story of

“Bethany” might someday be their own story:

It had never occurred to me that I could come more than once.
Then I read that this sometimes happened to women as they
grew in giving in to their sexuality and in their trust of their
husbands. I think reading about it opened the door—and the
next time we were making love I experienced wave upon wave of
pleasure. As he entered me, I built up to another orgasm. It
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ual release” is considered pertinent, if perhaps ambivalently re-
ceived, information.3! Being told that the Song of Solomon cele-
brates oral pleasuring for men and women can be a huge relief for
some. A few Christian advice-writers reject the idea that the
Song of Solomon offers guidelines for sexual practice, yet many
argue otherwise. The LaHayes in their 1976 classic were among
the first to suggest that the Song of Solomon, especially verses
2:6 and 8:3, might be translated into tips for genital
pleasuring.3? And Joseph Dillow (Linda’s husband) dedicated an
entire book to the naughtiness of Solomon on Sex in 1982.33
In his book, Dillow offers a close reading of Song of Solomon
4:5: “Thy two breasts are like two young roes that are twins,
which feed among the lilies,” and then riffs on Solomon’s intet-

est in “his wife’s breasts”: “They are very curvaceous like the lily.

Their beauty creates within his heart a desire to reach out and
fondle them as one would a gazelle feeding by a brook. The no-
tion of frolicksomeness suggests sexual playfulness.” And “the
female genitals are referred to in 5:1 as a ‘garden’ and in 4:13 as

‘shoots.” In both passages, myrrh and frankincense are described

as characteristic scents of her ‘garden.’”34

Other evangelicals have made similar enthusiastic claims that
the Song of Solomon is a detailed account of the sexual foreplay
and “total body involvement” enjoyed between King Solomon
and his beloved, and that the Song of Solomon describes “pas-
sionate lovernaking” and “sexual climax—higher and higher,”
“ecstasy,” “orgasm,” and “sexual oneness.”®> It all gets pretty
steamy in the retelling. As one writer summarized the accumu-
lated wisdom in 2000, “The Song of Solomon . . . is one of the
best textbooks for sexual instruction ever printed.”3¢

Another writer assures his male readers: “If you're a husband
who wants to be a consummate lover to your wife, learn from
Solomon. Once you start understanding the idioms of Solomon’s
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There are also sex toys to puzzle over. Take vibrators. This
time Karin Brown heads up the opposition: “I personally see no
need for them when we have hands, lips and other great body
parts to successfully heighten our intimate sexual encounters.”#°
But Dillow and Pintus demur. They ask that the faithful apply
the following test: “To find out if the use of a vibrator is right or
wrong, let’s apply the three questions. Is the use of a vibrator
prohibited by Scripture? Is a vibrator beneficial to lovemaking?
Does the use of a vibrator involve anyone else?” Since scripture
does not offer commentary on vibrators—rendering it acceptable
from a scriptural perspective—Dillow and Pintus move rapidly
to questions two and three. On this basis they conclude: “So ifa
vibrator enhances a couple’s lovemaking and is used exclusively
for the couple’s private enjoyment, then it is permitted.”!

This is the commonsensical view adopted by a number of
evangelical writers. Examine scripture and if there is nothing to
prohibit a specific activity there, then it ought to be permitted.
On this score, evangelicals Melissa McBurney and Louis McBur-
ney emerge as virtual sex libertarians. The McBurneys have con-
cluded, with regard to “oral sex, rear-entry vaginal penetration
... and mutual masturbation,” that since “we find no scriptural
injunction against any of these,” they are all just fine.*

Evangelical authors have given thumbs-up to all sorts of ac-
tivities one might not immediately assume to be appropriate
evangelical behavior. Sexy lingerie? This has been interpreted
as a definite plus, again with reference to the Song of
Solomon.4* Anal sex? Hard to imagine? On the contrary, while
some evangelicals deem anal sex unhealthy, there is the loving

couple Reverend Charles Shedd and his wife, Martha, who have

testified that their own sexual experiments have included anal
sex, and they have publicly pronounced it enjoyable indeed.*

So too do the Reverends Paul and Lori Byerly of the online site
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around three to five minutes.” The quickie, these women assure
their presumably female readers, is absolutely “okay with God.”#

How DO WE EXPLAIN the evangelical advocacy of the quickie?
First, there is the worry that with women’s growing equality in
the world and growing concern with enhancing women’s of-
gasm equity, men don’t seem to feel terribly special anymore.
Second, there is the much-discussed phenomenon that the su-
persaturation of the visual landscape with sexualized images—
from Internet porn in the home to racy fashions on the
street—has been accompanied by a perceived plummet in het-
erosexual desire. Viewed in this double context, the evangeli-
cals’ obsession with male ego-boosting and the novel attacks
against masturbation and fantasy make more sense. And this is
also the context in which the quickie—fine for the man, less so
(usually) for the woman—should be understood.
The extent to which evangelicals embrace their version of the
sexual revolution and the feminist movement is striking. As
Shannon Ethridge writes: “I'm thrilled that the women’s libera-
tion movement brought us freedom to vote, get an education,
and find satisfaction in careers.”#® And Stephen Arterburn
clearly understands the necessity of husbands serving their
wives, especially the many who work outside the home, by
cooking, cleaning, doing the dishes, sharing child care responsi-
bilities, and so forth.4? These are the legacies of women’s libera-
tion that the evangelical movement supports 100 percent.

Yet evangelical writers on sex unapologetically contradict
themselves. On the one hand, they admonish men that they
never have a “biblical right” to demand sexual submission from
their wives. They assure wives that they need never engage in
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versity of Chicago team. Never mind that it was only 32 percent
of conservative evangelical wives who always had orgasms dur-
ing sex with their husbands versus a mere 27 percent among
mainline Protestant and Catholic American women; no matter
which number is considered, the findings were not exactly a
ringing endorsement of the state of American heterosexuality.
Yet the difference is still cause for right-wing pride.’5) But
Coughlin is focused on something else. He thinks the untold
story is that it’s evangelical husbands who are not so satisfied.
Coughlin complains vociferously about wives who give their
husbands—who struggled so hard to preserve their own sexual
purity in the midst of a sex-obsessed culture—nothing but the
sexual equivalent of “frozen dinners” rather than the “fabulous
banquets” they need and deserve. Coughlin says that “sex isn’t
the only reason some guys get married (at least it shouldn’t be),
but it’s a biggie.” And he regales readers with sad laments of
husbands who suffer from being with wives who offer up “I'm-
tired-so-hurry-up sex” or “did-I-detect-life? sex”——or even
“new-car sex” or “bigger-home sex”—when “what we really want
and need is There’s-No-One-Like-You sex.”3¢ Coughlin may sound
whiny, but he has an audience.>”

Again emphasizing the idea that women don’t want sex as
much as men, after reviewing the results of their survey of 1,400
individuals about the “top five love needs,” evangelical syndi-
cated radio talk-show hosts Dr. Gary and Barbara Rosberg—
authors, individually and together, of at least a dozen books, in-
cluding Healing the Hurt in Your Marriage and Forty Unforgettable
Dates with Your Mate—make related observations. In their ad-
vice book on how best to Divorce-Proof Your Marriage, the Ros-
bergs relate that while for both spouses “unconditional love and
acceptance” rank as number one, among husbands “sexual inti-
macy” is number two but does not even make it onto the wives’
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wife. Stoeker and Arterburn recognize that Satan tempts men
who will try this—and that the closer a man is to victory, the
more Satan will develop ruses and rationalizations. But they ex-
press confidence that their step-by-step plan will work. They
recommend going “cold turkey.” Targeting masturbation alone
won’t work. The key is to target the eyes and mind. And then,
in fact, there will be a huge—as they unabashedly say—"“sexual
payoff”: “With your whole sexual being now focused upon your
wife, sex with her will be so transformed that your satisfaction
will explode off any known scale.”6!

With reference to the husband who decides finally to give
up the visual stimulations that fuel his sexual fantasies, Arter-
burn and Stoeker directly advise wives: “Once he tells you he’s
going cold turkey, be like a merciful vial of methadone for
him. Increase your availability to him sexually, though this
may be difficult for you since your husband might have told
you some things that repulse you.”6?

Wives are directly told to have sex with their husbands
more often, no matter what it feels like for them. (All in the
name of his sexual purity.) Having introduced their scientific

conclusion that all men need to have their sperm released at
least once in any seventy-two-hour cycle, Arterburn and
Stoeker approvingly quote the testimony of “Ellen”™

In relation to your own husband, understanding the seventy-
two-hour cycle can help you keep him satisfied. Ellen said: “His
purity is extremely important to me, so I try to meet his needs
so that he goes out each day with his cup full. During the earlier
years, with much energy going into childcare and with my
monthly cycle, it was a lot more difficult for me to do that.
There weren’t too many ‘ideal times’ when everything was just

right. But that’s life, and I did it anyway.”
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The straight life for a working man . .. is pulling your tired
frame out of bed, five days a week, fifty weeks out of the year. It
is earning a two-week vacation in August, and choosing a trip
that will please the kids. . .. The straight life is coping with
head colds and engine tune-ups and crab grass and income-tax

forms.66

In addition, as another evangelical author notes in passing,
“many, many Christian couples are bored silly with their sex
lives.”¢7

In this insider’s view of evangelicalism, men are revealed as

worrying that they will be exposed as posers or impostors, fakes
or failures. Men fear that their jovial, buddy-buddy interactions
with other men are merely a sham to cover up a mutual defen-
siveness and rivalry. Men wish they had a more gorgeous and
thrilling or less critical and demanding wife, but they are afraid
they don’t deserve one.

The core appeal to men of the new evangelical advice-writing
is its seductive promise that they can again fee/ like real men.
Conservative evangelicalism holds out the promise of restored
masculinity. It offers men the ideals of self-confidence and
strength. It flatters guys with extensive talk about their power-
ful sex drives. It acknowledges how much men need to have
their egos stroked and stoked. And it addresses the supposed
“raw power” that comes from holding back on sex.

Evangelicals also taunt men to buck up. They define a “sissy”
as someone who cannot eliminate every hint of improper sexual
innuendo from his life. As Arterburn and Stoeker insist: “We
must choose to be more than male. We must choose manhood.”%
They mock men who still seek out porn. A porn-achieved inti-

macy is intimacy attained without risk. And only losers need
that kind of cheap reassurance. They promise the faithful guy
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again, and somehow I bet her that she wouldn’t pull her pants
down for me. She did. I lost my senses, and I drove her to a park
and we had sex. I'm in real trouble! She told her parents about

it, and they may press rape charges!”72

Is this story supposed to be somehow representative? After a
while, it begins to seem so.

What is the appeal of reading a story like this? Beyond the
fantasy-stimulating elements, its appeal may also be due to the
way it taps into the taboo zone of marital misery. Again, be-
neath the surface buzz, there appears to be the sobering implica-
tion that a whole lot of American marriages have gone sexually
dead. The Christian pornographers do not hesitate to describe
this ravaged landscape almost as graphically as they describe the
fantasies they deem inappropriate. These tales of a haunting
marital morass resonate in the Bible Belt, but they are tapping
into a deep reservoir of apprehension and disquiet in the secular
world as well.

To anyone reading its sex and marriage advice literature, the
Religious Right’s core message to its followers becomes abun-
dantly clear: you really can have it all. You can feel virtuously su-
perior to and voyeuristically outraged by sexual minorities and
abortion seekers. And you can know that God forgives all your
own prior sins, and that He promises you decades of spectacular
sex in marriage.

Delving into the messy vicissitudes of marital heterosexual-
ity, however, was by no means how the Religious Right got its
start in the business of sexual politics. Back when most Ameri-
cans were less easily intimidated about their own sex lives, a
mere fifteen years ago, the focus of Religious Right activism lay
elsewhere. Reinforcing contempt for homosexuals was how the
Religious Right made it big in the first place.




