
S U N S T O N E  

How do women view their spirituality in relation to their sexuality? 
Do womenfind sexuality and spirituality congruent or conflicting? 

Tnis study includes the respondents' perceptions of their marital relationships, 
their sexual histories, current sexual interactions, and 

perceived relationship between their sexuality and spirituality. 
fne majority of these women also rated their religious 

activity and religious influence on their lives as positive, 
and felt their sexuality and spirituality were mostly congruent. 

By Marybeth Raynes, Freida M. Stuart, and Marjorie A. Pett 

SEVERAL YEARS AGO WHILE om OF THE AUTHORS 
was preparing a lesson for Relief Society on sexuality, she 
consulted a friend about how to summarize the LDS church's 
stand on various sexual practices. The friend quickly replied, 
"Just tell them no!" True, most direct messages from the insti- 
tutional Church about sexuality are of prohibition, or at least 
of limitation. The single-but important-exception is marital 
sexuality. Mormon theology sees sexuality as sacred and as an 
attribute of God. Thus, Mormon sexuality has positive and 
negative sanctions, both powerful. 

How do Mormon women relate to their sexuality? Except 
for limited research and anecdotal evidence, we have little 
information. The bulk of research about Mormon sexuality has 
been about premarital sexual practices or about the prevalence 
of birth control.' From the pulpit, authorities have expounded 
on the purpose of sexual interaction, the dangers and sinful- 
ness of extramarital and premarital sexual practices, warnings 
against the practice of birth control, virtually absolute prohibi- 
tions against abortion, homosexual acts, and the sinfulness of 
"unnatural practices" (usually not specified).* Statements 
about marital sex are usually general, offer no advice about 
specific practices, and encourage gentle and tender expres- 
sions of love. At one point, oral sex was briefly defined as an 
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unnatural practice, but bishops, after first being told to counsel 
couples against this practice, were quickly instructed not to 
mention the topic3 

Since awareness of sexual interaction is limited in the 
Church, Mormons are left to draw their own conclusions 
about sexuality from official Church statements and their own 
private experiences. Abundant information about sexuality has 
been emerging from literature, self-help books, the media, 
social science research, and the clinical experience of psycho- 
therapists. However, many LDS people warily accept infonna- 
tion from these secular sources. Given these constricted 
circumstances, more information about the sexual experiences 
of people in the Church would help to increase the pool of 
information about this crucial area of life. 

This study began when two of the authors collaborated for 
a panel discussion on Mormon women's sexuality for the 1988 
Sunstone Symposium in Salt Lake City. Rather than discuss 
this issue from a purely clinical perspective, the authors chose 
to inviteLDS women to describe their own experiences regard- 
ing sexuality This paper presents how these polled women 
responded to a questionnaire covering the following areas: 

1. What sexual activities do Mormon women engage 
in with their spouses? 
2. What are Mormon women's overall levels of satis- 
faction with and commitment to their mamages? 
3. To what extent are sexual practices linked to marital 
satisfaction or associated with past sexual history? 
4. What are the observations of LDS women regarding 
the connection between their sexual and spiritual 
experiences? 
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STUDY DESIGN 
A convenience sample included 103 Mormon women, 

most ofwhom would likely read SUNSTONE. 
n 

b I M N  the time constraints and the difficulty of acquir- 
ing a random sample of Mormon women, a convenience 
sample who met two criteria (Mormon and mamed) was used. 
A disadvantage of this technique is that the results cannot be 
generalized beyond the participants. An advantage, however, 
is that the data could be collected relatively easily and quickly 
The majority of the questionnaires were distributed through 
women's groups, which had been informally organized to 
discuss various Mormon women's issues. The surveys were 
distributed to only one official LDS group, a ward Relief Society 

Following the Sunstone presentation that featured results 
from the study, the project was expanded to include non-LDS 
and clinic populations attending either individual or marital 
therapy The questionnaires for the non-LDS women were 
distributed through informal channels (e.g., women's groups). 
Data for the clinic population was obtained through the clini- 
cal practices of two of the authors. The data collection period 
for the entire sample began in June 1988 and was completed in 
December 1990. 

Of the 210 questionnaires distributed, 158 (75.2%) women 
completed the survey Of these, 103 were Mormon (66.0%). 
The remaining 34% of the sample identified themselves as 
Christian (7.1%), Jewish (14.7%), other (1.9%), and no relig- 
ious preference (10.3%). 

While this sample reflects the general Utah composition of 
LDS and non-LDS religions: the non-LDS composition of this 
sample was skewed because of the large response by Jewish 
women. Again, care must be taken not to generalize these 
results beyond the specific sample population. However, the 
LDS women in this sample are likely to be representative of 
those Utah women who read SUNSTONE regularly and who, 
therefore, might be reading this article. 

Since the questions focused on sexuality issues for Mormon 

TABLE 1 
AGE AND MARRIAGE CHARACTERISTICS 

OF THE RESPONDENTS 

Characteristic N' ~ e a n *  s .D .~  Range 

Age 
Respondent 103 40.0 10.2 21-68 
Spouse 103 41.6 10.7 22-70 

Number of mamages 64 1.2 0.4 1-3 
Number of years in 74 15.3 10.1 1-46 

current marriage 
Family income 92 $56,623 $35,484 $15,600- 

$222,000 
' The number of respondents answering the question varied owing to incom- 

plete information. 
* The mean (average) and S.D. (standard deviation) are common statistical 

measures. 

women, the responses of the 103 LDS women who completed 
the questionnaire will be discussed. 

Questionnaire 

The questionnaire consisted of forty-nine specific closed- 
and open-ended questions that asked the respondents about 
various aspects of their personal and sexual history, sexual 
practices in mamage, marital satisfaction, and feelings about 
the relationship between their sexuality and spirituality. The 
project was reviewed by the Human Subjects Review Commit- 
tee at the University of Utah for protection of human subjects 
and was judged to be of minimal risk to the participants. 

RESULTS 
Demographic characteristics: Respondents 

tended to be high-income and to spend a t  least some time 
working outside the home. 

T H E  respondents were asked numerous questions about 
background factors such as age, income, and childhood his- 
tory. Tables 1 and 2 summarize the demographic charac- 
teristics of these women. 

These women appear to be mature, longer-married, with 
medium to high incomes. The majority are in their first mar- 
riages, with only eight women in their second, and one woman 

TABLE 2 
EDUCATION AND EMPLOYMENT CHARACTERISTICS OF 

THE RESPONDENTS 

Characteristic 
Level of education 

High school graduate 
Some college 
College graduate 
Some graduate school 
Master's degree 
Ph.D/M.D. 

Employment 
Outside home 

Full-time 
Part-time 

Full-time homemaker 
Type of employment 

Not employed outside of home 
Unskilled/semi-skilled 
ClericaVsales 
TechnicaVsemi-professional 
Small business owner 
Administration 
Higher executive/ 
professional 

' Not all N403 owing to missing information. 
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in her third. The income status of these women ranks high for 
Mormon and American women.5 Given their high average 
annual income of almost $57,000 in 1988 and the total num- 
ber of women who were working part-time or not at all outside 
of the home (79%), apparently the respondents' husbands 
generally earned large incomes. Additionally, the respondents 
were more educated than average Mormon or American 
women6 and were overrepresented in professional and busi- 
ness ownership situations.' 

Since women's employment is a much discussed issue in the 
Church, these results are telling. Approximately one-fifth of 
these Mormon women worked full-time, yet two-thirds 
worked at some paid employment outside of the home. As 
Lester Bush has reported regarding birth control, another issue 
important to Mormons, LDS women seem to be listening to two 
voices-the Church and the world.8 One voice, the Church, 
says, "Do not work when children are at home." The other 
voice, which advocates women working for financial necessity 
or career and personal development, says, "Work when you 
want to or deem it necessary." While these women were not 
specifically asked about the number and age of children they 
were raising, they appeared to be integrating the two voices 
rather than choosing one over the other. The sample popula- 
tion's high level of education and career preparedness probably 
makes this search for integration easier than for the average 
woman. 

Religious characteristics: Respondents tended to be 
active in the Church. 

When asked about their church activity, the vast majority of 
the respondents (90.3%) reported attending church weekly 
(table 3). 

In every area of inquiry, religious activity and its influence 
on the respondents was rated positively Sociologst Marie 
Comwall reports similar results in her re~earch .~  The average 
frequency of church attendance among these women is much 
higher than either the Church-wide rate for Mormons in 
general or the national rate for church-going people of other 
denominations.1° More important, the respondents believed 
their religious lives-which for Mormons encompass far more 
than church attendance-were crucial. These results are note- 
worthy because these women, for the most pan, represent 
groups that discuss not only women's issues but Mormon 
women's issues. Many, if not most, of these women would 
likely identify themselves as feminists, or if they shun that 
label, still would have feminist feelings and opinions. Given 
their educational achievements, they likely think about their 
religious lives from many viewpoints and have been exposed 
to various other philosophies and religons. Still, their commit- 
ment to Mormonism is high. This finding agrees with other 
studies reporting that high education correlates with high 
church activity within the LDS church." Thus, the concern of 

TABLE 3 
RELIGIOUS CHARACTERISTICS OF THE RESPONDENTS 

TABLE 4 
MARITAL SATISFACTION 

Religious factor N % 
Number of church meetings 

Almost neverhever 
Several times a year 
Monthly 
Weekly 

Raised in which religion 
LDS 
Catholic 
Protestant 
Other 

Religious influence growing up1 
Negative (1-2) 
Somewhat positive (3-5) 
Very positive (6-7) 

Religious influence n o d  
Negative (1-2) 
Somewhat positive (3-5) 
Very positive (6-7) 

'Rating scale range was 1 to 7 with l=very negative and 7=very positive 
Mean=5.7, S.D.=1.2. 
'Rating scale as above. Mean=6.0, S.D.=1.3. 

Rating1 N % 
Commitment to marriage - 

Low (1-2) 2 2.0 
Medium (3-5) 8 7.7 
High (6-7) 93 90.3 

lfyou were to many  again 
Not at all 2 2.1 
A different person 10 10.4 
The same person 84 87.5 

'Rating scale ranged from 1 to 7, 7 being the highest. 
Mean=6.6. S.D.=0.9 

TABLE 5 
EMOTIONAL FACTORS IN MARRIAGE - 

Rating1 Trust Closeness Love Romantic Love 
N %  N %  N %  N %  

LOW (1-2) 2 2.0 9 8.7 4 3.8 17 16.4 
Medium 10 9.7 37 36.0 22 21.4 32 31.1 
(3-5) 
High (6-7) 91 88.3 57 55.3 77 74.8 54 52.5 

im at in^ scale ranged from 1 to 7, with 7 being highest. 
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Church authorities about Sunstone-type forums, questioning, 
and a liberalized outlook-as signaled by their frequent admo- 
nitions to obey and not question the Brethren-seems ill- 
founded. Generally, inactivity and apostasy do not appear 
correlated with questioning. 

Marital Satisfaction: More "love" than romance. 

The participants were queried about marital satisfaction. 
They were asked about their degree of commitment to their 
marriages and whether they would many the same men again 
(table 4). 

In all, 90.3% of the women in this sample rated their 
commitment as high, with only 9.7% saying they were less 
committed. These data are similar to other studies of marital 
happiness and commitment nationally, in which over 80% of 
the respondents reported they were strongly committed to 
their marriages. l2 Research, however, has suggested that there 
may be a gap between how people rate their commitment to 
marriage and the relatively high divorce rate.13 For example, 
while 90.3% of these women reported high marital satisfac- 
tion, 14% of them had been divorced. This would suggest that 
high commitment does not mean the marriage will necessarily 
endure. Current national divorce rates suggest that approxi- 
mately 35-40% of all marriages will end in divorce.14 Utahj 
divorce rate is slightly higher than the national average; how- 
ever, in 1980-82 temple marriages were five times more dura- 
ble than civil marriages. l5 

The women were also asked to rate the degree to which they 

TABLE 6 
SEXUAL HISTORY 

Type of Experience N ' % 
Non-marital sexual interaction 

Premarital intercourse 32 31.7 
Extramarital sex 8 7.8 
Sex with another woman 6 5.9 

Masturbation 
Frequency when younger 

Never 47 46.5 
Rarely 30 29.7 
Sometimes 18 17.8 
Often 4 4.0 
Very often 2 2.0 

Frequency now 
Never 58 57.4 
Rarely 26 25.7 
Sometimes 15 14.9 
Often 1 1 .O 
Very often 1 1.0 

Sexual abuse 
Sexually molested 26 26.0 
Raped 6 6.2 

l The total N lor this table does not equal 103, owing to unreported 
inlormation by some respondents. 

experienced trust, emotional closeness, love, and romantic 
love for their husbands (table 5). Interestingly, a majority of 
these women rated their overall trust in and love for their 
husbands as high (88.3% and 74.8% respectively), but an even 
higher percentage rated themselves as highly committed to 
their marriages (90.3%, table 4). Responses to the more inti- 
mate questions about emotional closeness and romantic love 
showed a substantial difference. Only 55.3% and 52.5% of the 
sample indicated a strong closeness and romantic love for their 
spouses. These differences may imply that longer term mar- 
riages tend to lose their romance. Nevertheless, love and trust 
might be maintained even if romantic love and emotional 
closeness have diminished over time. 

Sexual History: Respondents typgy American profiles. 

The sexual histories were also explored (table 6). The age at 
first intercourse ranged from 13 to 39 (Mean=21.2 years, S.D.= 
4.1). This is fairly typical for women with some college educa- 
tion who were 21 in the 1960s and 1970s.16 The current 
average age for first intercourse for Americans, computed from 
reports of males and females of all educational levels, is 16-17 
years.17 Research by Tim Heaton revealed that currently 58% 
of a national sample of LDS women reported they experienced 
premarital intercourse. This figure is still the lowest among 
religious groups in the U . S . ' ~  

Among the respondents in this study, the reported 31.7% 
rate of premarital intercourse is lower than Heaton's study, yet 
higher than the results obtained in sociologist Harold Chris- 
tensen's research. '' In three studies conducted by Christensen 
among Danish, Midwestern American and Intermountain 
American university students in 1958, 1968, and 1978, ortho- 
dox Mormon college youth reported engagng in premarital 
intercourse at a rate of 22% in 1958 and 27% in 1978. This 
represented only a 5% increase in twenty years. In contrast, the 
other sample groups from Christensen's studies indicated a 
greater increase. The sample of Midwestern college students' 
rates of premarital sexual intercourse rate increased 20%, and 
non-Mormon Intermountain college youth engaging in pre- 
marital sex increased 35% in the same twenty-year span. 
Additionally, attitudinal studies of orthodox Mormon college 
students over four decades show an increasing attitude of 
sexual conservatism. In 1935, 88%, in 1969, 87%, and in 
1973, 98% of these students reported they were opposed to 
premarital sexual i n t e r c ~ u r s e . ~ ~  

According to these women, extramarital sexual experiences 
have occurred rarely. No published Church-wide studies exist 
on marital fidelity. However, national studies during the 1980s 
report that 29% of mamed women have one or more extra- 
marital affairs at some time during their marriages.21 

Similarly, the number of women who reported having 
same-sex relations was low. Since "sex with another woman" 
was open to individual interpretation, the response to the 
question may have ranged from "any sexual contact" to "or- 
gasm." LDS figures are again lower than the national average. 
Among U.S. females, Kinsey found that around half of college- 
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educated women and approximately 20% of non-college-edu- 
cated women had at least one same-sex erotic contact past 
puberty22 

Masturbation, a major issue for Mormon males, is rarely 
mentioned in connection with females. According to the infor- 
mation obtained, 53.5% of the respondents masturbated as 
younger women, although for the most part only occasionally 
Interestingly, 42.6% of these women currently masturbate, 
although the frequency varies widely. Among American 
women, approximately 70% report engaging in masturbation, 
with 37% stating they masturbated during childhood, and 
75% during adole~cence .~~ 

Sexual abuse: Over one quarter had been molested. 

These LDS women were not immune to sexual abuse. More 
than a quarter (26%) of them reported having been molested. 
One might intuit that given the positive religious influence 
during childhood (table 3), these women would be at lower 
risk for sexual abuse, more protected from harm than women 
from less religious homes. Some evidence indicates, however, 
that religious homes have as high an incidence of sexual abuse 
as non-religious  household^.^^ Professionals estimate that 20 
to 40% of women are molested or raped before the age of 
eighteen.25~hus, in a group of females, including a gathering 
of Mormons, it is reasonable to expect that one out of four will 
have been sexually abused. These figures suggest that LDS 
females are at as great a risk for sexual abuse as other popula- 
tions of women. 

TABLE 7 
AFFECTION BETWEEN SPOUSES 

Scale of Affection N % 
Showing hysical affection to 
husband ! 

LOW (1-2) 6 6.7 
Medium (3-5) 32 36.0 
High (6-7) 5 1 57.3 

Mean=5.3, S.D.=1.5 
Husband$ physical affection to 
wife' 

Low (1-2) 5 5.2 
Medium (3-5) 48 50.0 
High (6-7) 43 44.8 

Mean=5.0, S.D.=1.4 
Physical affection withheld for 
fear it will lead to sexual 
intercourse 

Neither withholds 53 52.0 
Wife withholds 36 35.3 
Husband withholds 5 4.9 
Both withhold 8 7.8 

'A rating scale of 1-7 (l=low, 7=high) was used on some items. The nurn- 

The circumstances of the molestations were reported by 
some of the respondents. As with the overall rates of molesta- 
tion, the pattern of this abuse is similar to reports from other 
sexual abuse victims nationally Contrary to popular myth, 
most abuse victims know their abusers.26 Of the twenty-six 
women who reported having been molested, 61.5% (N=16) 
knew the perpetrator. Of these 16 women, 50% (N=8) had 
been molested by an acquaintance. The remaining 50% had 
been molested by a father (N=4) or uncle (N=4). No sibling or 
maternal incest was reported, but one woman left unspecified 
which relative had abused her. 

The sixteen women gave additional details about the cir- 
cumstances surrounding the sexual abuse. These occurrences 
appeared to parallel other accounts of sexual abuse reported 
by the media or psychotherapists.27~hat is, the abuse occurred 
while the subject was being tended, went on for a long time, 
occurred at a young age (under eight years old), and the victim 
was threatened and ordered never to tell. Although it is not 

TABLE 8 
SEXUAL PATTERNS BETWEEN SPOUSES 

Interaction Pattern 
How often have you refused sex? 

Often (1-2) 
Sometimes (3-5) 
Rarely (6-7) 

Mean 5.9, S.D.=1.4 
Sexual desirefor spouse 

Low (1-2) 
Medium (3-5) 
High (6-7) 

Mean=4.7, S.D.=1.9 
How aroused during loveplay? 

Not aroused (0-1) 
Minimally aroused (2-3) 
Somewhat aroused (4-6) 
Very aroused (7-8) 
Highly aroused (9-1 0) 

Mean=6.7, S.D.=2.6 
How aroused during 
intercourse? 

Not aroused (0-1) 
Minimally aroused (2-3) 
Somewhat aroused (4-6) 
Very aroused (7-8) 
Highly aroused (9-10) 

Mean=8.1, S.D.=9.5 
Emotional satisfaction with 
sexual relationship 

Low (1-2) 
Medium (3-5) 
High (6-7) 

Mean=5.0, S.D.=2.0 

bers assigned to each category are illustrated. 
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clear how many were subjected to sexual intercourse, half of 
the women (N=8) indicated that genital stimulation occurred. 

Whereas 26% of the women reported being sexually mo- 
lested, 6.2% (N=6) of the women said they had been raped. 
The national statistic for rape is approximately one in four 
women. Again, their accounts are similar to other published 
accounts of rape.28 One woman said her attacker was un- 
known to her, another that she was date-raped; a third was 
raped by a former spouse, and a fourth woman wrote that she 
had been raped more than once. One woman said that she did 
not remember much about the assault, a common report from 
other rape victims. 

To summarize, the results indicate that, for the most part, 
the rates of consensual or chosen sexual behaviors of these 
women tend to be more conservative than national norms. 
Also, fewer of these women reported being raped than is true 
nationally. However, the percentage of coerced sexual behavior 
during childhood (i.e., molestation) is closer in proximity to 
national ~ t a t i s t i c s .~~  Sadly, these LDS women experienced sex- 
ual abuse almost as frequently as do women from other relig- 
ious and socioeconomic groups. 

Affectionate and sexual relationships: Who says no and why? 

When asked about affection in their mamages, 51 women 
(57.3%) reported showing very high physical affection toward 
their spouses (table 7). Similarly, 43 of the women (44.8%) 
reported their husbands reciprocated that affection. 

More than a third of the women (35.3%) reported with- 
holding affection fearing it might lead to intercourse (table 7). 
However, given that the respondents' average length of mar- 
riage was 15.0 years (range 1-46 years), the durability and 
reciprocity of affection is noteworthy. 

Table 8 indicates that the respondents were involved in 
reciprocal sexual relationships. On all measures, the majority 
of these women seemed highly involved in their sexual rela- 
tionships. Table 9 indicates that 98% of the women indicated 
they engaged in sexual intercourse with their spouses. The 
estimates of the frequency of intercourse varied enormously, 
with reports ranging from 0-6 times per week (Mean=1.6, 
S.D.=1.3). The percentage of times the woman initiated sex 
also ranged widely, with reports from 0-100% (Mean=34.0%, 
S.D.=26.1). These rates are comparable nat iona~ly.~~ 

The majority of these women (70.3%) rarely refused their 
husbands' invitations for sex; 82.5% expressed a medium to 
high desire for their spouses; 62% and 70.6% respectively 
were very much aroused during loveplay and sexual inter- 
course. Even though these participants reported high levels of 
sexual arousal, only 54.9% expressed high levels of emotional 
satisfaction. For women, physical satisfaction within the sexual 
relationship does not necessarily equate with emotional satis- 
faction. 

Lovemaking behavior. 

The women were asked to identify specific behaviors that 
they engaged in during lovemaking. As table 9 summarizes, 
these women were not only highly interested in sexual inter- 
action, but were also quite involved in a fairly wide range of 
lovemaking behaviors. The least frequent practice was genital 
kissing (oral sex) of the wife (67.4%) and the husband 
(64.0%). Yet these practices were still engaged in by more than 

TABLE 10 
TYPES OF ORGASMIC RESPONSE 

Orgasm experienced with: N % 
Sexual intercourse 70 74.5 

TABLE 9 Spouse's manual stimulation 63 70.8 
LOVEMAKING BEHAVIORS Oral-genital sex 33 39.3 

Behavior N % Self-stimulation 2 5 30.1 
A vibrator 12 15.2 

Caressing 
Body caressing of wife 89 90.8 
~ o d y  caressing of husband 
Fondling of breasts 
Genital caressing of wife 

Genital caressing to orgasm 
Genital caressing of husband 

Genital caressing to orgasm 
Kissing 

Lip kissing 
Tongue kissing 
Breast kissing 
Genital kissing of wife 
Genital kissing of husband 

Close body contact 
Sexual intercourse 

TABLE 11 
BEHAVIORS FOLLOWING SEXUAL INTERCOURSE 

Behavior 
Remain physically connected . ~ 

Hold 
Say "I love you" 
Talk 
Wipe off 
Continue to caress and fondle 
Wash 
Go to sleep immediately 
Separate quickly 
Other 
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60% of the sample. This suggests a more liberal attitude among 
these women than among the general authorities in the 
Church, gauging from past admonitions regarding sexual prac- 
tices. 

The women reported a wide range of time spent in loveplay 
(0-52 minutes, Mean=15.7 minutes) and intercourse (1-60 
minutes, Mean=14.6 minutes) with most women reporting 
spending less than an hour for both. Where there was an 
estimate of zero time in loveplay, we assumed that these 
women felt the time was spent only in intercourse. The most 
common practices were body caressing and kissing (table 9). 
These practices, as well as genital play, appeared to be highly 
mutual. When, however, genital caressing extended to orgasm, 
it was more likely that the women would have been stimulated 
by her husband (57.1%) than that she would have stimulated 
him (41.2%). In nearly all societies in which there is record, 
the male almost always provides the more active  tim mu la ti on.^' 

Although the majority of the women reported engaging in 
a variety of sexual practices, 10.2% of the women did not 
experience body caressing, 9.0% did not kiss lips, and 15.5% 
did not French kiss. Given that 18.6% of the women reported 
low emotional satisfaction with their sexual relationships (ta- 
ble 8), some of these women probably are not receiving suffi- 
cient contact, love talk (including feelings), or time in loveplay 
to enhance this emotional satisfaction. 

An additional expression of sexual interest includes sexual 
thoughts and feelings. When asked if they had sexual fantasies, 
74.5% (N=76) replied affirmatively Limited information is 
available regarding the frequency, content, and timing of 
women's sexual fantasies. Unfortunately, this material was not 
explored in this study. 

Orgasm and subsequent loveplay. 

Since orgasm is often a focal point for many women and 
couples, the participants were asked about these experiences. 
The respondents indicated that they had experienced orgasm 
during lovemaking an average of 66.1% of the time. Experi- 
encing orgasm occurred in several ways (table lo), four of 
which are considered usual and customary32 The fifth, use of 
the vibrator, is a more recent practice. The frequency and 
circumstances of its use are not widely known. 

A number of women did not indicate the ways in which 
they experienced orgasm. This could be a result of several 
factors: the personal or closed-ended nature of the questions, 
lack of awareness or hesitancy about various options for expe- 
riencing orgasm, or ambivalence about the use of methods that 
might be discouraged by the LDS church. 

Women often express an interest in continued loving con- 
nections following sexual intercourse. In response to a list of 
behaviors (table 1 l),  the three predominant activities noted 
were remaining physically connected, holding one another. 
and expression of love. For many women these behaviors were 
important ingredients in the emotional satisfaction of their 
sexual experience. 

Spirituality and sexuality: Are they related? 

How do women view their spirituality in relation to their 
sexuality? Do women keep these two aspects of their lives 
separate or together? Do women find sexuality and spirituality 
congruent or conflicting? The respondents were asked if there 
were any conflicts between their religious beliefs and sexual 
practices and how their sexual relationships affected their 
spirituality. Personal comments were encouraged through an 
open-ended format. 

The responses regarding the relationship between their 
sexuality and spirituality fell into two categories: (1) congruent 
with one another, or (2) separate and/or conflicted. Respon- 
dents also offered strongly stated observations about how the 
Church had influenced their sexual thoughts, feelings, and 
behaviors. In discussing the congruity and conflict between 
sexuality and spirituality, some of the comments may appear 
to be non-spiritual in nature. However, given the LDS church's 
theological position that everything temporal is spiritual (D&C 
29:34), respondent's inclusion of seemingly non-spiritual 
comments is understandable. 

The majority of the women (75.7%) indicated that no con- 
flict existed. Although 20.4% (N=20) indicated some conflict 
between their religious lives and their sexual experiences, only 
six women explained the source of the conflict. For example, 
three women were not sure oral sex was appropriate; one wrote 
that her husband wanted sex with others; one reported that her 
spouse wanted a non-sexual relationship; and a "do it and get it 
over withn attitude caused conflict for one respondent. 

Of the 57 responses to the open-ended questions, 61.4% 
reflected congruence between their sexual experiences and 
their religious lives. One woman expressed this congruence in 
the following way: 

Sexual relations are closer and more satisfying when 
experiencing greater spirituality and in tune with 
God. After sexual relations I feel very calm and more 
at one with my husband and God. My gratitude 
increases and love of self heightens. Sexual climax for 
me is a built-in reward or gift from God, when my 
total physical, emotional and spiritual spheres unite 
into one. 

Another woman said: 
To me, libidinal energies or desire emanate directly 
from God, the source. The degree of spirituality and 
the degree of passion correlate. The more pure in 
heart, the more passion; the less pure in heart, passion 
becomes lust. 

Variations on these themes noted that "good sex" with their 
spouses helped to increase the women's love for their families. 
Others expressed that for them, faith in and love for someone 
is a spiritual experience. 

Some women reported that a positive connection between 
sexuality and spirituality occurred only when their ideal of 
love was being fulfilled. These women may have broadened 
their definition of spirituality to include sexuality. One woman 
wrote: 

APRIL 1995 PAGE 41 



I view spirituality in a holistic way Sex is just part of 
our physical nature. Love is much more. It encom- 
passes our whole being and our relationship with the 
universe. 

It may be that women who define spirituality more broadly can 
make a greater positive connection between their spirituality 
and their sexuality One woman commented: "If there is a God, 
sexuality is the greatest gift." 

Even for those women who were experiencing frustration 
in their sexual relationships, spirituality helped some of them 
cope with this difficulty. For example, one woman wrote: 

We maintain spirituality in spite of our sexual frustra- 
tions. Spirituality gives us ~ o ~ ~ t h a t  somehow, with us 
both working on it, we'll have a better sex life. It keeps 
us from giving up and chucking it all. 

Twenty-two of the fifty-seven responses (38.6%) to the 
open-ended questions indicated some conflict between sexu- 
ality and spirituality. The source of the problem was often 
linked to the marital relationship. Repeated themes were loss 
of trust (in several cases, infidelity had occurred), lack of 
courtesy in the overall relationship, difference in expectations 
concerning sexual frequency, exhaustion with work and chil- 
dren, or too much focus on the physical actions and not 
enough on the emotional aspects of the relationship. One 
woman wrote that her husband's attitude was: 

Sex is "give me my goody and let's be done and I don't 
want to talk about it." 

Another woman wrote of her dilemma: 
I have a longing for sexuality to be a celebration of a 
spiritual and emotional personal relationship. I'm 
wondering if there are men who can do that. I feel I 
can't be very spiritual and have good sex too. 

Guilt, anxiety, shame, disgust, or a negative view of sex were 
also listed as causes of difficulty. When one woman's husband 
encouraged her to view pornography she felt less loved, more 
like an object. Some wives indicated that their husbands often 
felt sexual guilt. These men had had some previous negative 
experience or negative views of sex. In a direct reflection of 
some Church leaders' position that oral sex is an unnatural act, 
several women questioned the appropriateness of this behav- 
ior. One woman commented: 

I would love to have orallgenital sex yet feel it is 
somehow not natural or somewhat too contrived. 

Another woman expressed her sexuality-spirituality conflict as 
a conflict between emotional love and physical need: 

If you're wondering how come our infrequent sex 
with such low levels of love and emotion can be quite 
good, I think it's because I've been able to partially 
separate emotional love and physical sex in my mind, 
so that I can enjoy the purely physical aspect of sex 
even though I don't have the love I wish I had with it. 
If I allow thoughts of resentment and withholding due 
to anger to come into play, it ruins sex for both of us. 
(Which does happen, once in a while.) 

Some women viewed the Church as having had some negative 
influence on aspects of their sexual lives. One said: 

We are both working toward a more intimate relation- 
ship in all areas. We are both coming out of the LDs 
church and as we progress OUT, our lives progressup. 

To summarize these women's experiences, it appears that 
spirituality plays a more positive than negative role in enhanc- 
ing their feelings regarding their sexuality This is consistent 
with other studies that document that religion seems to have a 
positive effect on marital sexuality.33 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 
The results offer understanding of the scope and complexity 

of issues LDS women face. 

T H E  purpose of this study was to describe how married 
Mormon women's sexual experiences related to their spiritual- 
ity. The broad dimensions in this exploratory study included 
the respondents' perceptions of their marital relationships, 
their sexual histories, current sexual interactions, and per- 
ceived relationship between their sexuality and spirituality. 

Overall, the 103 voluntary participants were middle to 
upper class, highly educated, part-time working women who 
were satisfied with their long-term marriages and their sexual 
interactions with their husbands. The majority of these women 
also rated their religious acti~lty and religious influence on 
their lives as positive, and felt their sexuality and spirituality 
were mostly congruent. 

A number of cautions need to be considered in interpreting 
the findings of this study This non-random sample of married 
Mormon women does not represent all women in the LDS 
church. Women with lower incomes and less education as well 
as women who were less satisfied with their sexual and spiri- 
tual lives were clearly underrepresented in this study Mormon 
women living in other areas of the country or world where 
cultural conditions of their communities differ from Utah were 
also conspicuously absent from the sample. Moreover, the 
subjective information obtained from this self-report, mail- 
back questionnaire is subject to methodological limitations. 

In addition, a variety of other questions would have been 
interesting to explore and may have provided a more complete 
picture of the respondents. For example, it would have been 
useful to know the numbers and ages of the respondents' 
children, numbers of non-marital sexual partners, frequency 
of non-marital sexual interactions, frequency and extent of 
sexual traumas, pregnancies before marriage, abortions, 
andlor miscarriages. Other related areas of interest include 
frequency, timing, and content of fantasies and an in-depth 
exploration of how emotional closeness relates to physical 
expressions of sexuality 

Despite the limitations, these results offer a fresh under- 
standing of the scope and complexity of the sexual issues that 
Mormon women, indeed all women, face. Perhaps the greatest 
value of the project is that it provided the respondents a forum 
to speak on a topic about which there is usually silence. 
Women must find their own voice, particularly in the area of 
human sexuality Only through the information provided by 
women will the range of women's sexual experiences and the 
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S U N S T O N E  

accompanying meaning of those experiences be discovered 
and acknowledged. Mormon women in the past have not 
talked openly about the interior of their sexual lives. Feelings, 
thoughts, and actions with regard to sexual experiences have 
not been discussed enough for any woman to reference herself 
to others and know what other women in similar circum- 
stances experience. Perhaps this beginning attempt will stimu- 
late further discussion and inquiry. a 
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HANGERS-ON 
We hangers-on 
know the mind 
of certain snows, 
how they cling, 
gripping skeletal 
branches 
like a child's hand 
begging her mother 
to stay 
We know willful 
ashen patches 
unyielding to charms 
of February sun, 
the prick of ice 
beneath its fluff. 
We know what makes 
a solitary sorrel leaf 
cleave to a limb 
through winter. 
We hangers-on 
know bruised photos, 
roses hardened and hung, 
voices of old loves 
riding the wind. 
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