
Sex and God: Is Religion Twisted?
Behold the age-old antagonism toward all things sexual
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“C h ristian endeavo r," H. L. Meneke n
w ro t e, "is notori o u s ly hard on fe m a l e
p u l ch ri t u d e." He was ri g h t , of cours e,

and he should have included Jew i s h
e n d e avor and Muslim endeavor in his
o b s e rvation. We s t e rn re l i gions have spent
millennia inflicting shame, g u i l t ,
rep re s s i o n , and punishment upon human
s exuality – especially wo m e n ’s sex u a l i t y.

Asian faiths are n ’t so punitive. Th ey
ge n e ra l ly accept lovemaking as a nat u ra l
p a rt of life. Some Hindu temples are
c ove red with statues of copulating go d s
and go dd e s s e s .

Millions of Shiva wo rs h i p p e rs pray ove r
models of his erect penis. Ta n t ric sects
p ractice ritual interc o u rs e.

But the West presents an opposite, u g ly
s t o ry : a long ch ro n i cle of re l i gious hostility
to love rs – for no rational re a s o n .

The Old Testament raged aga i n s t
" wh o redom" and commanded that
n o nv i rgin brides be stoned to death (Deut.
2 2 : 2 1 ) .

In the fi rst century C.E., Paul urge d
c e l i b a cy for Christians. The earliest know n
p apal decre e, issued by Pope Siricius in
386 A . D. , attempted (without mu ch
success) to forbid ch u rch elders fro m
making love with their wives. Sch o l a r
Resy Tannahill says that early Chri s t i a n
l e a d e rs made sex and sin synonymous. "It
was Augustine who ep i t o m i zed a ge n e ra l
feeling among the ch u rch fat h e rs that the
act of interc o u rse was fundamentally
d i s g u s t i n g," she says. "Arnobius called it
fi l t hy and degra d i n g, Methodius unseemly,

Je rome uncl e a n , Te rtullian shameful,
A m b rose defi l e m e n t . " ’

When priests ove rs aw the historic witch
hunts – in wh i ch thousands of women we re
t o rt u red and bu rned – ch u rch wri t i n g s
re e ked of revulsion to female sex u a l i t y. A
m e d i eval card i n a l , Hughes de St. Cher,
w ro t e : " Woman pollutes the body, d ra i n s
the re s o u rc e s , kills the soul, u p roots the
s t re n g t h , blinds the eye, and embitters the
vo i c e. "

In late nineteenth-century A m e ri c a ,
A n t h o ny Corn s t o ck and his "Committee
for the Suppression of Vice" pursued sex
l i ke a hunted animal. About 2,500 people

we re convicted on morality ch a rge s , a n d
C o n gress passed the puritanical Comstock
L aws. Marga ret Sanger was jailed eight
times for advo c ating birth contro l .

Until re c e n t ly, thanks to ch u rch
p re s s u re, n e a rly eve ry U. S. state had Old
Testament-style laws against "fo rn i c at i o n "
and "sodomy" and the like. It wa s n ’t until
1972 that the U. S. Supreme Court fi n a l ly
ruled that all A m e rican couples have a
right to practice birth control. The cl e rgy ’s
opposition to contra c eption had been based
not so mu ch on a desire for limitless
b reeding as a desire to prevent people fro m
e n j oying the sexual freedom brought by
b i rth contro l .

To d ay, the ch u rch ’s ability to impri s o n
n o n c o n fo rmists has re c e d e d. Howeve r,

n e a rly eve ry censorship effo rt or attempt at
s exual rep ression still comes from re l i gi o n .

N o rth Caro l i n a ’s 1.2 million Southern
B aptists re c e n t ly voted to shut off their
t e l evision sets for a day to protest "mora l
d ep ravity" in shows such as "NYPD Blue, "
wh i ch contains partial nudity and sex u a l
s i t u at i o n s .

In 1993, Pope John Paul II decl a re d
u n m a rried sex and birt h - c o n t ro l
" i n t ri n s i c a l ly evil." In my city (Charl e s t o n ,
West Vi rgi n i a ) , t wo brave nu n s , Pat ri c i a
H u s s ey and Barbara Fe rra ro , b at t l e d
C at h o l i c i s m ’s sexual taboos until they
fi n a l ly we re fo rced out of their ord e r. Th ey
recounted their stru ggle in a 1990 book,
No Tu rning Back. It say s : " The ch u rch
re a l ly hates the idea of people having sex
for fun . . .  there is something pru rient and
dishonest about the ch u rch ’s loathing fo r
the body. "

As the A m e rican public has seen,
sometimes the ministers who rail loudest
against "filth" and "porn ograp hy" are
cloaking their secret sins. Te l ev i s i o n
eva n gelists Jimmy Swagga rt and Jim
B a k ker both fell to private sex scandals.
G e o rgia rev ivalist Mario Ley va went to
p rison in 1990 for sodomizing more than
100 ch u rch boy s , and two assistant pastors
l i kewise we re jailed. Numerous such cases
appear in the new s .

As A m e rican cl e rgy endlessly strive to
censor sex from public media, an odd
c o n t radiction has ari s e n : M i n i s t e rs ra i s e
little objection to a movie containing 50
mu rd e rs – but a glimpse of a wo m a n ’s
nipple brings their wrath. A popular song
c o m m e n t e d : "Bullets fly like popcorn on
the scre e n , recommended wh o l e s o m e, n i c e
and clean. Making love ’s the thing that
c a n ’t be seen Why ? "

(Using legal language, C o n gress and
s t ate legi s l at u res peri o d i c a l ly ponder law s
to imprison purveyo rs of ultimate sex u a l
acts. In my new s p ap e r, I once aske d
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re a d e rs to suggest wh at might be the
u l t i m ate sexual act. A couple in a ru bb e r
raft going over Niaga ra Falls? Two
e l ephants in a china shop?)

M e a n wh i l e, the sexual hangups of
C h ristianity today are trivial compared to
those in the Muslim wo rl d, wh e re
s u p p ression of women continues at Old
Testament levels. Some ex a m p l e s :

• In Muslim Somalia, an estimated 98%
of gi rls are ge n i t a l ly mu t i l ated to inhibit
their sexual pleasure throughout their live s
and ke ep them "pure" for husbands. But it
d o e s n ’t always wo rk .

• In 1993. a United Nations team fo u n d
five women being stoned to death fo r
a d u l t e ry. Th ey had been condemned by
mosque leaders , and the execution wa s
c a rried out after evening praye rs. Cheeri n g
v i l l age rs videotaped the killing. U. N.
o b s e rve rs who tried to save the wo m e n
we re driven off by thre ats of death. U. N.
agent Cecelia Kamau said bitterly :
"Fundamentalism is re a l ly cat ching on.”

• In Muslim A l ge ri a , zealots shot high
s chool gi rls in the face for not we a ri n g
veils and cut the thro ats of pro fe s s o rs wh o
taught boys and gi rls in the same
cl a s s ro o m s .

• In Muslim Ira n , m o rality pat rols fl og
women who allow a lock of hair to show
b e n e ath their shro u d s , and cl e ri c s
l ab o ri o u s ly bl a ck out wo m e n ’s faces in
i m p o rted maga z i n e s .

• In Muslim A f g h a n i s t a n , a major
mujahideen (holy wa rrior) leader got his
s t a rt by throwing acid in the faces of
u nveiled college gi rls. Now that even more
p u ritanical Ta l i b a ri re l i gious students have
s e i zed A f g h a n i s t a n , t h ey ’ve decreed that all
w i n d ows must be painted bl a ck , l e s t
someone look at woman through one, a n d
t h ey stone women to death for being in the
c o m p a ny of a man who isn’t a re l at ive.

It would pro b ably take an army of
p s y ch i at rists and historians to pinpoint all
the reasons We s t e rn re l i gions deve l o p e d
s u ch hostility towa rd human sex u a l i t y.
M o re important is the question: Is this
attitude justified? A re there ethical, rat i o n a l
reasons to support the re l i gi o u s
c o n d e m n ation of norm a l , s exual desire s ?

Pe r h aps the most detailed and insightful
a n swer came from none other than
humanist Bert rand Russell, who said that a
"morbid and unnat u ral" attitude towa rd sex
is "the wo rst fe at u re of the Chri s t i a n

re l i gion." And mu ch of wh at he said
applies with equal fo rce to the other
We s t e rn re l i gions. He asserted that
re l i gious ave rsion to sex is not only
u n fo u n d e d, but harmful. A gainst the
p revailing anti-sex views of re l i gi o n , h e
a rgued that sexual pleasure is a positive
good and that re l i gious objections are
based not on reason but on dogma. But
p e r h aps his most important argument wa s
t h at re l i gious anti-sexuality attitudes infl i c t
untold human misery, e s p e c i a l ly on
women. He observe d : Monks have alway s
rega rded Woman pri m a ri ly as the
t e m p t ress; they have thought of her mainly
as the inspirer of impure lusts. Th e
t e a ching of the ch u rch has been, and still
i s , t h at virginity is best, but that for those
who find this impossibl e, m a rri age is
p e rm i s s i bl e. "It is better to marry than to
bu rn," as St. Paul bru t a l ly puts it. By
making marri age indissolubl e, and by

stamping out all know l e d ge of the ars
a m a n d i , the ch u rch did wh at it could to
s e c u re that the only fo rm of sex wh i ch it
p e rmitted should invo l ve ve ry little
p l e a s u re and gre at deal of pain. Th e
opposition to birth control has, in fa c t , t h e
same motive : if a woman has a child a ye a r
until she dies wo rn out, it is not to be
supposed that she will derive mu ch
p l e a s u re from her married life; there fo re
b i rth control must be discourage d.

S t ra n ge ly, Russell said, the ch u rch
d o e s n ’t seem to care how mu ch misery its
ri gid sex laws inflict on people. He cited
this ex a m p l e :

An inex p e rienced gi rl is married to a
syphilitic man; in that case the Cat h o l i c
C h u rch say s , " This is an indissolubl e
s a c rament. You must endure celibacy or
s t ay toge t h e r. And if you stay toge t h e r, yo u
must not use birth control to prevent the
b i rth of syphilitic ch i l d ren." Nobody wh o s e
n at u ral sympathies have not been wa rp e d
by dog m a , or whose moral nat u re was not
ab s o l u t e ly dead to all sense of suffe ri n g,
could maintain that it is right and pro p e r
t h at that state of things should continu e.

Russell maintained that it wa s n ’t just

rega rding sexual behavior that the
C h ristian attitude was harmful to human
we l fa re – but also rega rding basic
k n ow l e d ge of sex u a l i t y.

E ve ry person who has taken the tro u bl e
to study the question in an unbiased spiri t
k n ows that the art i ficial ignorance on sex
subjects wh i ch ort h o d ox Christians at t e m p t
to enfo rce upon the young is ex t re m e ly
d a n ge rous to mental and physical health,
and causes in those who pick up their
k n ow l e d ge by the way of "improper" talk,
as most ch i l d ren do, an attitude that sex is
in itself indecent and ridiculous. I do not
think there can be any defense for the view
t h at know l e d ge is ever undesirabl e. But in
the particular case of sex know l e d ge there
a re mu ch weightier arguments in its favo r
than in the ease of most other know l e d ge.
A person is mu ch less like ly to set wisely
when he is ignorant than when he is
i n s t ru c t e d, and it is ridiculous to give
young people a sense of sin because they
h ave a nat u ral curiosity about an import a n t
m at t e r.

The basic pro bl e m , a c c o rding to
R u s s e l l , is that the ch u rch ’s ethics are
c o n f u s e d. The ch u rch , by its insistence
upon wh at it chooses to call mora l i t y,
i n flicts upon all sorts of people undeserve d
and unnecessary suffe ring because it has
chosen to label as morality a cert a i n
n a rrow set of rules of conduct wh i ch have
nothing to do with human happiness. A n d
when you say that this or that ought to be
done because it would make for human
h ap p i n e s s , t h ey think that has nothing to do
with the matter at all. "Wh at has human
h appiness to do with morals? The object of
m o rals is not to make people hap py. "

I ro n i c a l ly, c e n t u ry after century of holy
hostility to sex hasn’t dampened
h u m a n i t y ’s zest for it. A 1992 Wo rl d
Health Orga n i z ation rep o rt estimated that
m o re than 100 million couples around the
globe make love in a single day. A n d
people relish sexual entertainment as we l l .

Most We s t e rn e rs have come to rega rd
s ex as wholesome and wo n d e r f u l .
Sanctimonious stri c t u res seem to suit fewe r
and fewer people. Episcopal ‘ p ri e s t
R aymond Law rence wrote in a nat i o n a l
United Methodist journ a l : " The ch u rch e s
a re in danger of evolving into havens fo r
the sex u a l ly suppressed or, wo rs e,
c o m munities of pro found hy p o c ri s y.”

Are there ethical,
rational reasons to support
the religious condemnation

of normal, sexual desires?
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