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Comments on Christensen and the Ryttings
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W HAT a welcome delight these two papers are! I
heartily agree with most of the insights and
conclusions presented. They are important

additions to the scanty information we have about
sexuality in Mormondom. Collectively they provide at
least two complementary contributions.

First, they help begin an outline of the geography of
Mormon sexuality based on research, not conjecture.
However, because the research focus in each paper was
necessarily narrow, there are some missing pieces
crucial to our emerging view of sexuality. Christensen’s
study, for example, sampled only college students.
Missing is the wider vision concerning what other
significantly large nonmarried Mormon groups are
feeling and doing. Working class adolescents and young
adults, older never-married adults and post-marital
adults all have, according to national statistics, higher
sexual activity rates than college students. Lower
education or social class, older age, and marriage
experience are all factors that are associated with
increased sexual activity. How do Mormons in these
groups experience their sexuality? We simply do not
know. My guess is, and it agrees with Christensen’s
hunches (we discussed them informally), that these
groups will probably be less sexually active than national
samples but more active than the college age group.

Another unanswered question is how well adjusted
those people are who adhere to the norm of chastity.
Christensen seems to believe that the adherers are
better adjusted,, but I question that assumption. For
example, his research indicated that the adherers tend to
have more stable marriages. But stability in marriage is
not always a good measure of happiness in marriage.

I also keep remembering that the Ryttings" study
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could cover only part of the evidencelthe very public
and official pronouncements in Church publications.
They acknowledge that public and p~;ivate communica-
tions are often very different. Even though the public
view presented to Church members has followed a fair-
ly steady trend to the more explicitly negative, Mor-
mons are probably getting many views from a multitude
of sources, ranging from the very positive to the very
negative. How do they piece them together.?

The second contribution provided by these papers is to
describe some "backlash" effects within the Church. The
Ryttings’ paper discussed the backlash, evident within
the Church media, against the perceived liberalization
within America.

This is not surprising. The Church’s rhetoric can be
directly compared and contrasted to the national trends.
During the 1950s, American society in general talked
about sex in vague, romantic terms. So did the
authorities within the Church. During the sexual
revolution that began to mushroom during the 1960s,
the American press became more explicitly positive
towards sexuality generally and more positive towards
experimentation with sexual behavior specifically. As a
reaction to the greater explicitness, Church authorities
became clearer in their denunciations. One internal
result of this negative emphasis is hinted at in
Christensen’s paper--inactivity and guilt when a
member doesn’t keep the Mormon Moral Code (so
dubbed by the Ryttings).1 But neither paper explores
fully the issues which are the underside of the Church’s
remarkable conformity to the chastity norm.

These negative backlash effects create an unfortunate
series of barriers. First, Mormons are becoming
increasingly divided against the world. Non-members
are increasingly seen as different from "us," and we
rarely acknowledge the vast areas of similarity we share
with the rest of humanity. Second, Mormons are
increasingly divided against each other. We don’t talk
easily about our common concerns with the chastity
standards (other than "Don’t do it") or about sexual/



a~activity of any sort. The Ryttings noted that negative
descriptions of sex have included marital as well as non-
marital sex. Thus sex is often a closed topic even for the
married. My experience again and again is that when I
talk to women about sexual issues, it is as if a great
barrier had been torn down and a flood of relief and
enlightenment comes as we share common worries,
fears, joys. And, finally, Mormons are increasingly
divided against themselves. We are often illiterate about
our own bodies and sexual nature. Three examples:
Wilford Smith found in a descriptive survey of active
Mormon college age students that many didn’t feel good
about any sexual activity.2 Next, a student in a
university level marriage class I taught several years ago
said that it took his wife a long time to go from No... No.

. to Yes!! Yes!! Finally, a client of mine, who has
experienced many troubled thoughts about sexuality
during her adolescence, said that she experienced great
relief when it occurred to her to discriminate between
virtue and virginity:

Somehow, on chastity nights, they always found a
woman who had never done anything but kiss her
husband before marriage and who told us that was
virtue. So the equation between doing nothing and
virtue was made. Initially, when I read the scripture that
virtue was more precious than rubies I felt that losing my
virginity meant losing everything, losing the whole
treasure. I finally realized that virtue is a quality, a form
of action, and so is the real prize, not virginity.

I think that many married women have difficulty at the
time of marriage because they feel that they have to lose
something in order to get married; they may be losing
their virtue at the same time they are losing their
virginity.

Mormons to a certain extent then are in a double bind.
On the one hand there is the positive goal of happy
people in happy marriages based on a positive theological
stance towards eternal sexuality (eternal lives in eternal
marriage). On the other hand is a negative approach to
teaching that goal. I believe it is impossible to achieve a
positive end using a negative means. Thus we are left
with two practical questions: How do we confront the
negative personal prices paid for our outwarc]
conformity? How do we deal with the increasingly
negative view of sexuality? This is basically where both
Christensen’s and the Ryttings’ paper ended--with
questions about the future.

If Granted My Wishes
One of my favorite fairy tales as a child was the story

about the child who was granted three wishes. I
remember spending a good amount of fantasy time as a
child planning what I would wish for. I guess I really
have not stopped because I still have a wish list. If I could
give it to someone, then all of these troublesome
problems could be magically solved. The problem is I
don’t know whom to give it to. I can’t give it to the formal
Church organization because I doubt that it would be
seriously considered. My next option is to give it to you
as writers, thinkers, and doers because you can and do
make a difference with your own children, students,

c\~olleagues, and ward members. And of course in the end
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I must also give it back to myself because, as a poem\
entitled "Magic" by Shel Silverstein says, "All the magic I
have known I have had to make myself."

My wishes are all interrelated. The first is that our
message about sexuality would be positive. We should
focus, for example, on how single persons can increase
their sexual self esteem. We should teach non-sexually
focused ways of expressing affections and help members
acquire skills for setting limits in relationships, for
clarifying how to pace relationships so that commitment
and intimacy match the partners’ values standards, and
for communicating openly about the sexual and
affectionate areas of a relationship.

We should also concern ourselves with marital
sexuality. An accepted idea among marriage
professionals is that good sexual functioning in a
marriage is an important underpinning to good marital
happiness. Conversely, when the sexual relationship is
suffering, the rest of the marriage probably is also. Since
married people receive as little sexual information as
non-married persons, I’d like to mention two often
discussed concepts that can easily be dovetailed with
gospel concepts. First, sexual interaction should
concentrate on the process not the goal. Orgasm need
not be the goal of sexual interaction. All of the
interchanges between a couple (particularly about
feelings and motivations) are important. How something
happens is more important than what happens. Second, a
good sexual relationship has many components. Sex
should go beyond eroticism and venture fully into
affection, companionship, nurturing, fun, and
communication of caring and loving.

An important part of the message should be how to
deal with sexual dysfunction (impairment in the ability
to have a satisfactory sexual relationship). Sexual
dysfunction is apparently very prevalent. Masters and
Johnson, pioneers in sex research, estimate that
approximately 50 percent of American couples have
some sexual difficulty. People should know that there
are effective techniques with a high success rate for the
cure of those dysfunctions. For example, the success rate
for curing premature ejaculation using standard
methodology is well above 90 percent. Usually, the sex
therapy tries to treat the specific problem in the context
of improving the marital rlationship as a whole.

My second wish is inextricably linked to the first. The
Church has, unfortunately, ignored a very positive
aspect of the sexual revolution. At the same time that
more explicit sexual literature has appeared on the
market in the popular media (much of it admittedly
pornographic), serious and responsible teachers,
therapists, and researchers have dramatically increased
positive skills that people can use to enhance both their
feelings about their sexuality and their control over
their sexual behavior. There is a smorgasbord of
literature and techniques available, and my wish is that
we sample the menu.

Much of this material is readily available in
bookstores, libraries, and parenting classes. If you note
the communication patterns employed in that literature,
you discover that parents are taught to talk to their
children in a positive manner. Even discussions about
negative feelings and events, such as molestation and
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/~rape, are discussed in such a way as to provide a positive

outcome for the family. You cannot teach a positive
concept using only don’t and never and expect a person to
have a positive understanding of that idea. Knowing
what not to do is not very helpful in trying to decide what
to do. Students often say to me, "I know what I don’t
want in my marriage based on what my parents did
wrong," and I reply, "That’s not nearly enough. You
must also have a positive experience with marriage--a
positive model or framework--in order for yours to go
well."

Another avenue for discovering positive
communication patterns, unlikely as it may seem
because it is generally unknown to the general public, is
the language of clinical hypnosis. Hypnotists are
carefully trained to say everything in the positive. An
interesting communication process occurs when a
negative injunction is given, such as "Don’t spill the
milk." Most people must understand and be able to
imagine the forbidden behavior (spilling the milk) before
they can imagine the absence of. the action. However, if a
person is told, "’Hold the cup firmly and bring it carefully
to your lips," only the behavior wanted is called to mind.
This communication is more likely to elicit the desired
behavior. In my view, translating all of our injunctions
about sexuality and the moral code into positive
phrasing and meaning will result in more willing
obedience with fewer negative effects. It is an
interesting paradox: When teaching a person a principle,
if you give him or her freedom to decide, you will get a
higher degree of willing compliance. Echoing Joseph
Smith, "I teach them correct principles, and they govern
themselves."

My third wish comprises the other two: a system of
ethics concerning sexual behavior in the Church that
goes beyond a single moral standard. The "Mormon
Moral Code" is based on the restriction of external
behavior (no sexual intercourse outside of marriage)
governed by external sanctions (disfellowshipping,
excommunication, and so on). An ideal system of ethics
should aim at training thoughts and feelings which then
become the impetus to action. A system of ethics would
be a set of guidelines generated from internally
motivated principles about moral behavior. One of those
principles might be, "Another person’s feelings and
needs are as important as my own in any sexual
interaction." This principle could then be used by a
person whether thinking about holding hands, kissing,
or sexual intercourse. It focuses on personal and
relationship factors in a sexual relationship, not just
specific "right" or "wrong" acts.

I think that a system of ethics is needed because there
are significant problems with a single moral standard.
One of those problems is that it is possible to be "morally
pure" (no sexual intercourse outside of marriage--a
behavior standard) but ethically wrong (thinking only of
one’s own needs while engaging in limited sexual
activity). An example of this is what Christensen, in a
1972 article in Dialogue3 entitled, "Stress Points in
Mormon Family Culture," called "terminal petting," a
pattern of heavy petting (everything but coitus) before
marriage. Thus a couple can still be technically"worthy"
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Another problem is the inability on the part ol- many
Mormons to discriminate between various
"abominations." In a 1967-1969 survey, Armand Mauss
found that LDS respondents gave equally negative
ratings to premarital sexual activity, swearing, shopping
on Sunday, and so on. He concludes, "One does wonder
at the priorities which rank swearing in about the same
way as pre-marital sex, and close even to extra-marital
sex!"4 People are too often told that they know what is
right and wrong. Well, a lot of people don’t know. They
don’t know how to deal with the issues involved in
making moral sexual choices. There have been sermons
given (often general and vague) about controlling
desires, but the bridge between the injunction and
application is too flimsy for many to cross.

In my view, a sexual system of ethics should help
people make positive decisions about sexual choices
based on accurate information and principles of
behavior. This system of ethics (which should always be
open to revision) should address at least these four
issues:

1. It should frame sexual behavior in terms of
internally governed principles of behavior rather than
labeling specific acts right or wrong according to an
external standard.

2. It should provide a general framework for making
decisions about ethical or moral questions. For example,
masturbation is a commonly used sex therapy technique
for treating impotence. If a man wants to father a child,
yet follow the gospel, ethical guidelines about how to
decide (based on gospel teachings as well as personal
conscience) could help him reach an internally-
generated decision.

3. It should provide guidelines based on all the realities
of sexual functioning, not just pre-marital sex. Marital
sex issues and sexual dysfunction (already mentioned)
should be included as well as sexual abuse, family
planning, and so on. We are sexual beings who face
sexual issues every day.

4. It should provide guidelines that pay attention to
the whole person. It should acknowledge the role
sexuality plays in many facets of the personality. A
woman experiencing a particularly exciting or troubling
sexual dream (we all have them) could understand how
to put that dream into perspective and translate it into
self-understanding rather than just trying to forget it, as
she may presently be tacitly encouraged to do.

I have no doubt that my three wishes will not
magically be granted. But I do earnestly hope that they
will be listened to and that each of you will add your own
wishes to mine.

Notes
1. This backlash effect has been previously researched and
documented by Christense~.~n. See Harold T. Christensen, "Mormon
Sexuality in Cross-Cultural Perspective," Dialogue 10 (Autumn 1976):
62-75.
2. Wilford E. Smith, "Mormon Sex Standards on College Campuses,
Or Deal Us Out of the Sexual Revolution!" Dialogue 10 (Autumn 1976):
76-81.
3. Harold T. Christensen, "Stress Points in Mormon Family Culture,"
Dialogue 7 (Winter 1972): 20-34.

4. Armand Mauss, "Shall the Youth of Zion Falter? Mormon Youth
and Sex, A Two City Comparison," Dialogue 10 (Autumn 1976): 82-84./




