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Chapter 1

Good Girls, Good sex

I cannot say that the good girl died the moment I had sex… being 
a good Christian girl was so entrenched in my sexual experiences 
that I could not surrender to the sexual experiences I was having. To 
express the love that I felt for one guy, it was squashed because of 
the sins that I was afraid to commit… when I eventually decided to 
have sex I was embarrassed that I had not [had sex]…. (Anita, age 
28, Baptist, left church)1

What happens when a woman’s identities as a Christian and as an embodied sexual 
woman collide? From the time I answered a call from American evangelist Billy 
Graham to come down to the stadium floor and give my life to Jesus Christ, my 
Christian faith took shape amongst a group of Christian female friends with whom 
I attended church. Through to my mid-twenties the message for sex was clear: all 
of my youth leaders, both men and women, preached that sex is only for the context 
of heterosexual marriage. Into our early twenties, conversations about sex remained 
shrouded, even though we knew some of us had done “it.” Some friends expressed 
satisfaction with being sexual, while practising their Christianity. Others expressed 
conflict and misgivings. Many believed that traditional marriage converted bodily 
sex into something spiritual and anything outside of that was perceived as sinful 
or ungodly. From these experiences, my own and those of my Christian female 
friends, emerged this qualitative study about women’s experiences of sexuality 
and church life.

Being a “good girl,” as Anita refers to, is a key theme that runs through the 
stories of the women in this book. Women gave their definitions and descriptions 
of what it means to be a “good girl” in relation to their Christianity. Maya, who 
attended church regularly, said that being a “good Christian girl,” someone who 
“follows the rules,” and who remains sexually “abstinent” was difficult (age 34, 
Baptist, left church). “I was pretty much a good girl,” said Barbara. “I followed 
the teachings of Jesus as I could, but I felt a huge lot of guilt when I didn’t, when 
I thought I was failing… even now” (age 33, Baptist, attends church). For others, 
being a good girl meant “good behaviour and niceness”; “not getting drunk”; “chaste, 
pure, womanly, motherly”; “helping out with the nursery, cooking and cleaning.” 
Religious notions of conventional feminine roles and married sexuality are evident 
in these women’s quotes. Underlying these notions of the good girl for many 
Christian women are long-used Biblical representations. Images of Eve in the Old 
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Testament, whose actions are often interpreted as having seduced Adam to eat the 
forbidden fruit in the book of Genesis, are frequently positioned as opposite to the 
virgin girl Mary, who gave birth to Jesus Christ, described in the New Testament. 
In other Biblical accounts, a loyal, faithful and dutiful woman is rewarded (e.g., 
Ruth) compared to, for example, the adulterous woman who is publicly judged 
( John 8: 1–11). Women’s sexuality is thus constructed as in control (interpreted 
as good) or out of control (interpreted as bad), and only to be conducted within 
a particular relationship (marriage).

These narratives about women have contributed to good girl/bad girl 
discourses that are pervasive, often affecting “how sexuality is socially understood, 
and, in turn, how women understand themselves in relation to those meanings” 
(Braun and Gavey 1999: 204). Women who are sexually active outside of 
marital and/or monogamous heterosexual relationships are frequently seen as 
promiscuous. Jessica said, “Having sex [before marriage] meant that I am not a 
good girl” (age 34, Baptist, attends church). Good girls are sexually responsible 
and have one (preferably spousal) sexual partner, while bad girls are sexually 
irresponsible and have many sexual partners (204–05). Such distinctions are often 
defined by the absence or presence of sexual desire (Tolman 2002), which can 
deeply impact on women’s sexual experiences, and further generate ideas about 
what is deemed good sex. As a researcher on young women and sexuality, Deborah 
Tolman states, “Good girls are not sexual” (Tolman and Higgins 1996: 206). Good 
girl/bad girl discourses are based in patriarchal constructs that leave many women 
confronting a dichotomy: on the one hand the expectation to remain chaste and 
on the other, their personal desire to have sexual experiences. Subsequently, many 
women can experience a disembodied sexuality, especially when they transgress 
religious expectations. To submit to the norms of conventional femininity, such 
as those found within many Christian traditions, women may dissociate from 
their sense of the self and their sexuality during sexual activity, resulting in “the 
absence of active embodied desire” (Tolman 2002: 54). Resultantly, a woman may 
(re)produce a “modest femininity,” whereby her body becomes passive, and her 
sexuality is experienced as detached or disembodied, as needing to be controlled 
(Holland et al. 1994, 1998: 109). Sexuality defined by terms, such as “good” or 
“bad,” that are used to describe a child’s behaviour, can diminish a woman’s sexuality 
as undeveloped or not yet adult, whether she is married or not .

Gina Ogden, who has interviewed numerous women about their sexual 
experiences, has discovered that many women still confront sexual norms that are 
“male-defined.” Yet, many women are also complicit with men, giving away their 
sexual capital and control (Ogden 2007). Ogden perceives women in a “triple 
bind”: if women keep silent they are in the same place; if they speak up they risk 
attack; and if they claim ownership of their sexual energy, they disrupt the way 
things are and are categorized as “dangerous” (193). Such a bind is similar to what 
women have described in this book. Many remain silent for fear of losing their 
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place in their churches, which means their communities sustain age-old teachings 
of sexuality that are repressive. If Christian women assert their sexuality outside 
the context of heterosexual marriage, they risk being demonized, seen as loose, 
as bad. Notions that non-marital sex will make a woman feel lousy are a myth 
that can be very misleading for Christian women and detrimental to their sexual 
development. There is a sense that good sex within many Christian denominations 
is marital-confined. As Ogden (2007: 193) observes in her work with women, the 
concept that women can love and appreciate good sex (in and out of marriage) 
along with being spiritual may be unusual because many “have learned to associate 
sex-loving women not with spiritual growth or societal changes, but with the same 
old stereotypes — bad girls, manipulators.” However, the course of everyday life 
is messy, constantly shifting the boundaries of the categories of “good” and “bad.” 
The women I interviewed reflected this and found ways to experience both their 
religiosity and their sexuality, contributing to a novel analysis of Christianity and 
sexual experience.

In this book, I define good sex as that in which Christian women — single and 
partnered, heterosexual and homosexual — engage in satisfying sexual experiences. 
This includes women who have heard their church’s message, but choose to practise 
their religiosity and to enjoy their sexuality outside of a marriage relationship. 
One woman who continued to attend church said, “To wait until marriage is not 
realistic and not for me” (Susan, age 20, Methodist, attends church). She decided 
to have sex with the man she eventually married. Others in the book continued to 
practise their Christianity, but were intent on finding a church that would recognize, 
for example, their lesbian sexuality. Finding churches that honoured their sexual 
decisions meant being able to participate in sexual relationships with partners they 
loved and cared for and have sexual experiences that felt good to them. There are 
also women in this book who chose to wait until marriage to have sex or whose first 
experiences of sex were in marriage, which they described as good and enjoyable 
because this was in line with their Christian beliefs and values. Some women talked 
about finally experiencing sexual freedom in marriage. The decisions Christian 
women make about their sexuality are not always easy and are often wrought 
with tensions — struggling whether to wait to have sex in marriage, feeling shame 
and guilt for engaging in non-marital or non-heterosexual sexual experiences, or 
reconciling how to experience both their religiosity and sexual desires given their 
church’s teachings.

Heeding the dilemma that Anita poses above and central to this book are 
the questions: How do women satisfy their sexual desires as they simultaneously 
negotiate their Christianity amid secular contexts (e.g., university, work and other 
everyday non-church contexts) that often promote other, more liberal forms 
of femininity and sexuality? What are the implications for women’s sexuality 
when they are involved and committed to the beliefs and values of a Christian 
community? How do they handle the conflict caused by the collision of their 



10 Good Girls, Good sex

sexual desires and the demands of their faith? How are these tensions between 
religion and sexuality negotiated at the junctures of class and race? To begin to 
answer these questions, in the next section I briefly describe the group of women 
who participated in this study. Then it is necessary to explore some key concepts 
that thread through the stories of the women in this book and that often structure 
their sexuality.

structuring Christian Women’s sexuality
In this book, I focus on a qualitative study that explored women’s sexuality and 
Christian experience. Thirty-six women aged between 18-65 and mainly living in 
Britain or Canada were interviewed between 2004 and 2005. The women who 
participated in the study were almost all White, middle class and heterosexual, 
with three identifying as lesbian. Although efforts were made, the small number of 
lesbian women is due to those who made themselves available for the study. It must 
be acknowledged at the outset that due to this small number, my analysis tends to 
focus on the women who identified as heterosexual. However, in the interviews 
with heterosexual and lesbian women, sexual orientation was not always a factor 
in the issues women identified as arising from religious-sexual tensions (e.g., 
masturbation). The women attended churches across Protestant denominations: 
Anglican (12), Baptist (9), Interdenominational (7), Methodist (4), and other 
(4). The churches termed as “other” were Alliance, Free Evangelical, Pentecostal 
and the United Church of Canada.2 Twenty-one of the participants were faithful 
churchgoers, six were irregular church attendees or between churches, and nine 
had left church life.

Protestant Christianity
The women’s churches are located within Protestant Christianity, which originates 
from the reformer, Martin Luther, who protested during the sixteenth century 
against the beliefs and practices of the Catholic Church. Unlike the Catholic 
Church, where a believer’s relationship with God is mediated by a priest or pope, 
he believed that “no-one and nothing stood between him and God” (Woodhead 
2004: 159). Cultivating a personal relationship with God is a central practice 
of Protestantism. Since then, the term Protestant has come to generally signify 
those Christians who do not belong to Roman Catholic or Orthodox traditions. 
Protestant Christianity or Protestant churches are terms I utilize to represent the 
array of Christian affiliations that the women had formerly belonged to or were 
attending.3 I chose women from Protestant churches because they volunteered to 
participate and time constraints did not allow for an in-depth comparison of other 
women from other religious backgrounds (i.e., Catholic, Buddhist, Hindu, etc.).4

The churches the women attended are diverse in their histories. They are also 
diverse in how they approach issues of gender and sexuality and their practice 
of the Christian faith. Approaches to gender and sexuality range from liberal to 



Good Girls, Good sex 11  

conservative perspectives. Some of the churches the women attended are accepting 
of women in leadership and same-sex marriages, while others are not. Others 
endorse traditional representations of family and marital relationships between 
men and women. A few churches have made more progressive moves by ordaining 
homosexuals and transgendered ministers (Turnball 2011), while others mainly 
believe church leaders should be heterosexual and married with a family (Eckholm 
2011). There are also various groups that their churches minister to, such as students 
or engaged couples, which may mean matters of sexuality are addressed differently. 
Among the women’s churches, debates on theology and liturgy occur, as well as 
debates on social issues, such as abortion, euthanasia and the economy. Even issues 
of gender and sexuality are considered because of social and historical changes, 
such as birth control, family fragmentation and recent trends of co-habitation 
before or instead of marriage.

Religious practices are also varied. Some of the women’s churches carry out 
contemporary evangelical approaches, while others, such as the Anglican tradition, 
are closer to a high Catholic tradition. Churches, such as Anglican congregations, 
may celebrate the Eucharist more than once a week, while congregations in the 
Baptist tradition may serve Holy Communion, the symbolic bread and wine, 
once a month. Some women’s churches sing traditional hymns and have choirs; 
others have worship bands and sing contemporary songs or a combination of 
both. Theology, orders of service and election of leaders are diverse, as well as how 
accessible clergy and church ministers are to their members. Community outreach 
can vary, too. There are churches within Protestantism that have ministries to feed 
the homeless and address wider social justice issues related to the environment 
and human rights. Other churches provide more immediately to their members, 
such as counselling services, preschool provision and youth groups. Protestant 
Christianity holds a variation of traditions and practices, which was evident 
among the women. Moreover, the women, by being from a range of Protestant 
denominations, allowed me to draw wider conclusions about the commonalities 
and complexities of women’s sexuality and religiosity.

Norms and Negotiations
Despite this diversity, a common finding among the women interviewed was that 
their churches observed a conventional teaching of sexuality, which had affected 
them, as we shall see in the following chapters. Significantly, in interviewing women 
about their experiences of church life and sexuality, my aim was not to compare 
their denominational affiliations or their experiences by age, even though their 
social, historical and geographical contexts differed. Central to my study was to 
understand how their religious communities’ teachings on sexuality impacted 
their sexual lives during the ages of 18 to 25, a formative time when women are 
becoming more independent and negotiating their way through relationships, 
new situations and various social contexts (Arnett 2004; Lefkowitz 2005; Smith 
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and Snell 2009). Women older than these age periods were interviewed, and they 
offered an additional dimension. Many of the women talked about the age periods 
of 18 to 25 and more recent experiences of sexuality and church life. They helped 
me to see that their religious teachings and the social discourses (e.g., good girl/
bad girl) often associated continued to have an affect, even into marriage.

Because women’s sexuality transforms across their lifespan (Daniluk 2003), 
it was more useful to perceive the women’s experiences as not framed by their 
church affiliations, but by dominant constructions (Thapan 1997) found in and 
outside of their churches that can inform how their sexuality is lived and interacts 
with other aspects of their identities, such as gender, class and race, that vary 
according to locality. From this stance, it is understood that “a woman experiences 
her body, sexuality and femininity as a social being located in cultural settings 
with its dominant values and norms” (5). A woman embodies and lives out these 
norms in everyday life. However, these dominant constructions that are lived and 
expressed through the body are always mediated by individual actions, decisions, 
experiences and perceptions that vary according to time and place. The women 
in this book lived out a series of tensions and positions that both accommodated 
and resisted the dominant structures they were embedded in. Some of the women 
attempted to separate their sexuality from their Christianity, compartmentalizing 
their experiences in order to live out both. Others had sexual experiences, but 
struggled with how these fit with their faith, and some found ways to honour 
both their religiosity and their sexuality. These stances were continually in flux, 
depending on age, relationship, cultural context and so forth. Some of the women 
were abstaining from sexual activity until marriage, some were having sex in a 
committed relationship, some had abstained until marriage and were now having 
satisfying sex, some found the sex in their marriages less fulfilling than sexual 
experiences before marriage, and some were single, but not waiting to have sex in a 
marriage relationship. Often, the women had more than one of these experiences, 
highlighting the complexity of sexuality. Furthermore, sexuality cannot be easily 
understood as existing with regards to church doctrine alone, but is influenced 
by other discourses, situations and aspects of the women’s identities. The ways in 
which the women lived and negotiated their sexuality within ecclesial and secular 
contexts is at the heart of this book.

Analysis for this book considers data obtained from women across the sample. 
Within the sample of women, I include myself. I attended a Baptist church and 
then an Interdenominational church and, like many of the women, I was taught and 
encouraged to confine my sexual activity to marriage in both of these contexts. It was 
not until attending a liberal Anglican church that I found a church more inclusive 
of various sexual relationships, and in which I was able to find my own way on 
matters of faith and sexuality. In my own experience, my sexuality has transformed 
depending on such aspects as my age or relationship. Talking to the women in this 
book and hearing their stories has contributed to my own reflections on sexuality 
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and personal formation. Excerpts from my interview, which was conducted by a 
colleague I trust, are part of the book. I decided to include myself toward the end 
of my research because I felt I had something important to say about the questions 
asked. I wanted the experience of being interviewed and the chance to reflect upon 
the questions I was asking the women. I also wanted to analyze my experiences 
alongside the other women’s narratives. I remain anonymous because I still find 
it difficult to discuss religious and sexual experiences openly, even though my 
own experience of sexuality is more integrated with who I am since embarking 
on this study. My interview, like the others, was recorded and transcribed, and 
in order to help myself critically analyze my interview, I gave myself a different 
name throughout the course of the research. On the one hand, I am the researcher, 
locating myself on the same critical pane as the researched, and on the other, I 
am also the researched. Being able to locate myself on both sides of the study is a 
stance that could not have been done without feminist scholarship that emphasizes 
the importance of situated and responsible research (Maynard and Purvis 1994; 
Slee 2004).

Social Changes: Secularization and Feminism
Experiences of sexuality “are inextricably linked to the historically and culturally 
specific belief systems in which we are embedded, and therefore there is no such 
thing as ‘culture-free’ or ‘context-free’ experiences of sexual desire” (Tolman and 
Diamond 2002: 39). Women’s (and men’s) sexualities are inevitably impacted by 
the different belief systems, histories and socio-cultural contexts in which they 
are situated (Daniluk 2003). Keeping in mind the different contexts that women 
came from, it is also the case that different geographical, social, cultural and 
economic histories have inevitably shaped the religious beliefs and practices of 
many churches. I do not have adequate space to address in depth how Protestant 
churches within Britain and Canada have been affected by and have reacted to 
broader social and cultural changes. Yet, I can say a few words about some of the 
social and cultural transformations that have affected both countries’ churches 
and people’s approaches to issues of gender and sexuality. The social processes I 
briefly discuss are secularization and feminism, and the mainstreaming of sexuality.

The process of secularization is defined by sociologists of religion as the decline 
of the importance of religion, not only in “the operation of non-religious institutions 
like the state and the economy,” but also in “the social standing of religious roles and 
institutions and the extent to which people engage in religious practices and beliefs” 
(Bruce 2002: 3). With the fragmentation of family life and the rise of individualism, 
as well as the sexual revolution and civil rights movement of the 1960s, churches 
that once had much power and cultural sway over women’s and men’s gender roles 
and sexual lives began to decline (Brown 2001). Birth control pills were available for 
purchase, and women were entering university and the workforce at increased rates, 
which meant churches began to lose their place as the social centres of communities 
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(Simpson 2006). In Canada, “the state no longer needed the churches as partners 
and took over their erstwhile functions in such areas as education, social welfare 
and the like” (Beyer 2006: 86). Britain confronted similar circumstances, and as 
a result, churches were unable to overcome how these social and cultural changes 
affected their members (Brown 2001). Secularism seeped into the public sphere, 
affecting areas such as education, government and healthcare.

Although churchgoing has declined, many people identify as being spiritual 
(Casanova 1994; Davie 1994; Bibby 2002). Sociologist of religion Reginald Bibby 
(2002: 4) argues that his statistical findings “point to a religious and spiritual 
renaissance in Canada — new life being added to old life, sometimes within 
religious groups but often outside them.” In a survey conducted by Bibby, “81 
percent of respondents attested to a belief in God, including 55 percent of those who 
never attend religious services” (Bibby 2000 in Bergman 2002: 2). The processes 
of secularization may have significantly reduced the influences of Catholic and 
Protestant groups in Canada (Bibby 2000: 239), but “Canadians continue to be 
deeply spiritual.” Sociologists of religion Paul Heelas and Linda Woodhead (2005), 
found in their research in Kendal, England, a “subjective turn,” whereby spirituality 
is experienced through the personal. God is located within oneself, and through the 
subjective life, spiritual practices are honed and generated. Religious and spiritual 
rituals and activities are not restricted to institutional settings, but are integrated 
into people’s everyday lives (Orsi 2003).

Despite scholars’ predictions of religion’s eventual irrelevance, recent social and 
cultural changes have not meant the disappearance of religion, but its redefinition 
and reorganization (Gökarıksel 2009; Warner 2010). Particularly since 9/11, 
there has been resurgent interest and examination of the study of religion and its 
relationship to society. Western societies have observed an effervescent input of 
Christian theologies from people of Indian, African and Latin American origins 
(Cox 2009). Due to migration, Pentecostal groups have grown (Martin 2005). 
There has also been a rise in the number of conservative evangelical groups that 
emphasize community and spiritual well-being, which can be appealing during 
times of hardship and uncertainty. With the decline of the welfare state in many 
western societies, the demand on churches to provide social services has grown 
(Davie 2006, 2011). It is also the case that cathedrals are becoming popular places 
to visit and appealing spaces in which to exhibit art and hear musical concerts. 
Churches that once questioned their role in public life are re-evaluating how to 
provide for their congregations and local communities. Also of note is the rise 
of atheist and humanist groups generating their own discussions and debates 
alongside the religious and the spiritual, and the interest in other forms of belief 
and practice, such as Buddhism and First Nations spirituality. As a result of these 
social and cultural changes to religiosity and spirituality, there has been a shift for 
many from the “outer authority,” such as that found in the church, to “more inward 
forms of authority rooted in the inner life of the individual” (Woodhead 2007a: 
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116). This has led to many women and men attributing more value to one’s own 
needs, attitudes, emotions and sexual desires, treating them as more authoritative in 
the living of one’s own life than the voice of external, often patriarchal, authorities, 
such as the Church (Woodhead 2007b).

Feminism, broadly defined as the belief in and importance of gender equity 
(Cott 1987: 4–5), has also contributed to the changing nature of religion in 
western societies. Numerous first-wave feminists (e.g., Elizabeth Cady Stanton) 
critiqued religion for its discounting of women’s contributions. Second-wave 
feminists and theologians (e.g., Simone de Beauvoir, Mary Daly and Rosemary 
Radford Ruether) more ardently critiqued Christianity’s patriarchal and traditional 
gendered constructions. As a result, many women, from the 1960s onwards, left 
the traditional church, adapted their religious beliefs and practices or formed new 
spiritual collectives and thealogies that affirmed their voices and roles (Walker 
1983; Plaskow and Christ 1989; Isasi-Diaz 1996; Anderson and Young 2004).5 Most 
significantly, religious change in western societies has been “strongly influenced 
by long-term and largely unexamined changes in women’s lives” (Marler 2008: 
23). The shift in social patterns, such as women’s employment outside of the 
home, the demand for gender equality and the right to make decisions about their 
own lives, altered women’s patterns of religiosity (Bendroth 1993; Brown 2001; 
Marler 2008; Woodhead, 2008). Sociologists of religion, Penny Marler and Linda 
Woodhead show that changing familial, social and work contexts have affected 
women’s involvement and participation in traditional church. For some, church 
has become more important, offering relational support and resources for women 
who are married, partnered, single, working or at home (Woodhead 2003; Warner 
2010). At the same time, Marler perceives women’s roles as moving “from home-
making to self-making,” which have impacted women’s affiliation to churches — 
they are attending less. For many women, their religious identities are no longer 
synonymous with their relationship with a husband or children (Webster 1996). 
Because of feminism, a woman is no longer confined to marriage and motherhood; 
she can be a mother without marriage or be married without children and still have 
a spiritual and/or religious life.

Sexualization of Contemporary Culture
Social and cultural transformations to religious beliefs, as well as to practices, gender 
roles and activities have contributed to a variety of expressions and approaches to 
sexuality. In today’s world, sexuality and the erotic as subjects are more discussed, 
more on display, more tolerated, and more common than they were ten to fifteen 
years ago (Levy 2005). Being gay, bisexual or lesbian is more accepted, singleness 
has increased, and heterosexual relationships are more varied and less defined by 
the institution of marriage. Sexual identities are multiple and complex. Sociologist 
Anthony Giddens (1992: 30) argues that now, more than ever, the self, and 
therefore sexuality, is a reflexive project.
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Sexuality has become a property of the self, one that we develop, and 
renegotiate throughout our lives. Today our sexuality is an open-ended 
personal project; it is part of who we are, an identity, no longer merely 
something we do. It has become a central feature of intimate relationships, 
and sexual satisfaction, we believe, is our due. (Perel 2007: 8)

Within contemporary societies, western cultures have become increasingly 
sexualized with the “pervasive, ironic normalisation of ‘soft-core’ pornography” 
(McRobbie 2004: 14). In her book Female Chauvinist Pigs (2005), American 
journalist Ariel Levy notes the increase in the number of “lad mags” that titillate 
the reader with images of women, mirroring widely available pornography. She also 
notes that women can attend a striptease/pole-dancing class for exercise instead 
of a regular aerobics class and that beauty is defined as a fake tan, with augmented 
breasts, midriff and thong underwear on show. Attending sexual exploration parties 
or strip clubs is viewed as female sexual power and sexual equality with men (Levy 
2005). Feminist scholar Angela McRobbie (2007: 718) argues that “the emergence 
of the ‘phallic girl’ appears to have gained access to sexual freedoms previously 
the preserve of men, the terms and conditions of which require control of fertility 
and carefully planned parenthood.” McRobbie (2007: 733) contends that young 
women can now seemingly indulge in the same sexual freedoms as men. However, 
conventional notions of femininity and masculinity are pervasive, affecting how 
women and men relate to each other. A woman may have the ability to experience 
more sexual freedoms, but her sexuality is often still structured by good girl/bad 
girl discourses.

Sexual merchandise is available on the high street, and technology has led to 
new forms of sexual encounters: “Phone sex, email affairs and cybersex are now part 
of the late modern repertoire of sexual practices and are becoming part of people’s 
everyday lives” (Attwood 2009: xiv). The sexualization of culture has altered 
the boundaries between public and private. Confessions about sexual practices, 
relationships and affairs are now more part of daily life and daily news. Sex and 
sexuality is everywhere and is “a commodity in itself ” (Perel 2007: 90). Sexuality 
and sociality now blur into one another in complex ways. Swedish sociologist 
Thomas Johansson asks, “To what degree can one differentiate between the sexual 
moments of everyday life and the discourses and images that shape human sexuality 
in today’s society?” ( Johansson 2007: 8).

Statistics indicate that people are having sex at a younger age, which means 
that saving first-time sex for a marriage relationship is, for many, a thing of the 
past, particularly for women. In the U.S., where religion is often perceived as more 
prominent in daily life than in Canada or Britain,6 the national census reported, “In 
2000 75 percent of American women have sex before marriage” (Winner 2005b). 
In the UK, the survey BareAll06, an online poll supported by the Department of 
Health and answered by nearly 20,000 young people, showed that “60 percent of 
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young people aged 22 to 24 had had more than five sexual partners, compared with 
23 percent of 16 to 18-year-olds” (The Guardian August 15, 2006: 11). The poll 
also revealed that only “4 percent of those aged 24 or under were virgins with 7 
out of 10 waiting until at least 16 to lose their virginity” (The Guardian August 15, 
2006: 11). In Canada, data from “the 2003 Canadian Community Health Survey 
(cchs) found that an estimated 28 percent of 15 to 17-year-olds reported having 
had sexual intercourse at least once in their lives.” By ages “20 to 24, the proportion 
was 80 percent,” with “one-third of sexually active 15 to 24-year-olds report[ing] 
that they had had more than one sexual partner in the previous year” (Statistics 
Canada 2005). As this data shows, in today’s social climate, it is more common to 
have had sex before or around the age of 18 while in a serious or casual relationship 
than it is to wait for marriage.

Chastity and Marriage
At the same time, and within secular contexts, there has been a move towards 
chastity — a position taken by some to guard against sexual pressures, unwanted 
pregnancy and sexually transmitted infections (Carpenter 2005).7 Young people 
are exploring new ways to experience first-time sex, where “virginity and oral sex 
can co-exist” (Bernstein 2004 in Carpenter 2005). Journalist Zoe Williams recently 
wrote an article entitled, “The Outdated Idea of Chastity as a Feminine Virtue is 
Making a Most Unwelcome Comeback,” (The Guardian January 24, 2007: 31), 
noting the publication of such titles as Not Tonight, Mr Right: Why Good Men Come 
to Girls Who Wait by Kate Taylor and The Thrill of the Chaste: Finding Fulfilment 
While Keeping Your Clothes On by Dawn Eden. Feminist writer Jessica Valenti (2009: 
9) argues that recent promotions of “virginity” and “sexual purity” means “that 
young women’s perceptions of themselves is inextricable from their bodies, and 
that their abilities to be moral actors is absolutely dependent on their sexuality.” 
These books endorse a deeply moral message and conservative values and norms 
that are challenged by an increasingly sexualized mainstream culture. Choosing 
a chaste lifestyle may also be a reaction to the perceived over-sexualization of 
mainstream culture (Attwood 2009). Because sex seems to permeate countless 
aspects of daily life, for many its meaning is less significant. Journalist Jenny Taylor 
argues that in a context of increasing sexualization and promiscuity, chastity is a 
radical lifestyle choice that can offer women (and men) a community and sense 
of hope and renewed meaning for their sexual lives.

The variation in behaviour and perspectives on sexuality coincides with 
practices in which Protestant churches are engaging, particularly in relation to 
homosexuality and chastity. On the one hand, marriage, as that which takes 
place between one man and one woman, has been debated in several Protestant 
denominations. The Anglican Church in Canada and England and the Episcopal 
Church in the U.S. have experienced conflicts within their dioceses on the issue 
of blessing same-sex unions, an example of the church’s attempt to regulate what 
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they perceive as proper sexual relationships.8 Some dioceses have supported 
same-sex unions, while others have rejected them. On the other hand, various 
Protestant denominations are endorsing their own messages for chastity. One 
example is Pentecostal churches that espouse chastity for their young people along 
with other conservative values for appropriate social and sexual conduct (The 
New York Times January 16, 2007). Another example is “purity balls,” an event 
in which (mostly) young women in formal dress make pledges with the support 
of their families to save their virginity until marriage (Robb 2007). Evangelical 
Christian churches have primarily hosted these events. They are an outgrowth 
of the purity movement that began in the 1980s in the U.S., a campaign that was 
largely a Christian grassroots response to the increasingly sexualized mainstream 
culture (Robb 2007). Other Christian movements in recent years that advocate 
sex only in the context of heterosexual marriage have been evangelical initiatives 
like Alpha for new Christians founded by an Anglican Church in London, England, 
or abstinence youth movements like True Love Waits (1993) and The Silver Ring 
Thing (1995) that both originated in the U.S., but have endorsed their messages 
in Canada and Britain (The Observer June 27, 2004: 12). Many Christian churches 
and organizations utilize current media forms to make their conventional sexual 
message hip and cool to young people. For example, The Silver Ring Thing has 
its own facebook page, as does True Love Waits.9 Emphasis on abstinence is also 
seen in popular Christian literature, as well as in popular Christian magazines and 
music (Schaefer 2010). While Christianity’s moral clout on sexual matters has 
generally declined in western societies due to secularism, feminism and increased 
individualism, numerous Protestant churches continue to encourage and teach a 
marital-confined sexuality to their members.

Marriage, however, is certainly something many women and men are 
committing to later in life, which means this traditional Protestant sexual ethic is 
not always relevant or easy to uphold. For example, in Canada in 2001, 52 percent 
of women between the ages of 20-24 lived at home with their parents, while the 
proportion of women in this age group who married dropped from 46 percent 
in 1996 to 26 percent in 2001 (Canadian Census 2001). For others, not getting 
married is related to economic and housing opportunities. In Britain, a recent 
YouGov survey found that “seven percent of people aged between 18 and 30 said 
they had put off marriage because they could not afford to buy a property or were 
saving up for one” (The Guardian March 14, 2010: 14). It was also reported by the 
Office of National Statistics that, “In 2008, marriage rates in England and Wales 
fell to the lowest level since they were first calculated in 1862. There were 232,990 
marriages in 2008, 35,000 fewer than a decade earlier” (The Guardian March 4, 
2010: 4). In the U.S., marriage has also declined, with cohabitation on the rise. 
A study conducted by the National Center for Statistics, using data from The 
National Survey of Family Growth, found “the proportion of women in their late 
30s who had ever cohabited had doubled in 15 years, to 61 percent” (The New York 




