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I N T E R V I E W  

A Conversation with Marybeth Raynes 

MARYBETH RAYNES is a clinical social worker and marriagc andjamily therapist in private prac- 
tice in Salt Lake City. For many years, she authored an "Issues o j  Intimacy" columnjor SUNSTONE. 
Thejollowing is a condensation o j a  question-and-answer session she participated in at the 1996 Salt 
Lake Sunstone Symposium (tape #SL96-335). 

A n y  general observations about 
the Mormon sexuality? 

Sexuality is an aspect of our being, our 
personality; whereas, sex concerns those be- 
haviors with ourself or another. Most 
Mormon discussion of sexuality focuses on 
sexual behavior only, or equates sexuality 
with sexual behavior. 

From this narrower focus on sexual be- 
havior, it is my experience that most discus- 
sions about sex-Mormon sex--could not 
occur without talking about guilt. Generally 
in therapy, clients' questions focus on partic- 
ular issues, but their concerns almost always 
impinge upon shame and guilt, and what ac- 
tion Church authorities might take. For 
Mormons, it is difficult to separate shame 
from guilt. Shame concerns an inner quality 
of being; that is, a lack of your right to be, to 
feel good about yourself. Guilt is about outer 
actions and whether they comply with your 
moral code or with the Churchj code. As 
someone once said, guilt is "I made a mis- 
take" while shame is "I am a mistake." 
Additionally, sexuality and spirituality are 
split in Mormonism, as they are in 
Christianity and in many other religions. 
Therefore, unless you fit within the religion's 
acceptable behaviors, it is difficult to find a 
connection between sexuality and spiritu- 
ality. So, it is always a struggle for Mormons 
to harmonize religious ideals and sexual ac- 
tions and to reel good about being when they 
are not doing everything correctly. 

By the way, 1 experience Mormon men as 
having more awareness of their sexuality 
than Mormon women do. One of the de- 
lightful experiences of being a therapist- 
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just as it was in being a lady missionary-is 
the opportunity to have a variety of discus- 
sions with men that I would not have other- 
wise. Men are very aware sexually. Mormon 
women are often less aware until their 
middle to late thirties, when huge questions 
of sexuality arise for them that often arise for 
men in adolescence. 

Sexuality and spirituality are amor- 
phous terms. Where's the dividing line? 

Given that religions often communicate a 
split between the sexual and the spiritual, the 
answer lies in how something is coded or de- 
fined. Nothing says that something sexual 
isn't also spiritual. It depends on how you in- 
terpret your experiences. For many people, 
the sensations of spiritual and sexual experi- 
ences are somewhat similar, although one 
may be more intense than another. For in- 
stance, many people who enjoy both feel that 
both are ecstasy events. Both are doorways to 
greater joy and meaning in life. 

How you interpret those sensations, how- 
ever similar, has everything to d o  with your 
emotional stage of development. At certain 
stages, if your religion says that sexuality and 
spirituality are different, you will indeed ex- 
perience the two as different, even as polar 
opposites. You cannot see an underlying con- 
gruence between the two. At later stages of 
development, when you understand paradox 
or dissonance, when you can integrate 
thinking skills with your emotional experi- 
ences, you can then find similarities between 
these two facets of being that were previously 
so different. You can then re-code your expe- 
riences. 

I f  women and men "code" sex dif- 
ferently, do they also spirituality? 

Yes. 1tS common for women to want to 
have a spiritually identified, loving connec- 
tion before sexual feelings occur. I have heard 
many women say, "After my husband or my 
partner really gets turned on and becomes 
sexual, then his heart opens." This dillerence 
is one of many questions 1 want to ask God, 
if I ever get an audience-"Why is the sexual 
and love wiring different between the sexes?" 
I think it's simply a gender-related prefer- 
ence, even though many men will experience 
the typical female pattern, and many women 
the typical male pattern. 

Most men I have talked to have had some 
sexual guilt, and, consequently, they feel "less 
spiritual." Most men have had sexual im- 
pulses since adolescence. An acquaintance of 
mine, an MTC bishop, said his main function 
seemed to be dispensing forgiveness. Male 
missionaries come to him-inevitably half of 
them in the district-and say, "1 couldn't tell 
this to my bishop because he is my father," or 
"knows my family" The missionaries then 
tell him the problem, from masturbation to 
sexual intercourse. This bishop said, "1 saw it 
as my function to say, 'Brother, it's done, for- 
give yourself, the Lord forgives you. Clean it 
out of your mind, and go on your mission, 
and d o  a good job.'" 1 agree with his posi- 
tion. 

Many women, particularly those who 
have grown up  recently in our increasingly 
sexualized world, also have many sexual im- 
pulses. But since these impulses are often 
coupled with or disguised in romantic im- 
pulses, they may feel confusion along with 
feeling guilt. This is almost always true of 
those women who have endured sexual 
abuse. 

I n  1982, a lelter instructed bishops to 
ask couples about inappropriate oral 
sex. What's the stand now? 

Shortly after that letter, the Church re- 
versed its counsel to bishops and stake presi- 
dents in another letter from the First 
Presidency Essentially, the Church said, 
"Brethren, d o  not ask about these issues. 
They are between a couple in their bedroom, 
so don't ask." Shortly thereafter, another 
letter said, "Brethren, we really mean it: Don't 
ask." Since then, bishops for the most part 
have been pretty good about a couple's pri- 
vacy. Some may still take advantage of their 
position and indulge in a form of institution- 
alized voyeurism by asking too much. In my 
clinical experience, gays or lesbians often re- 
port being required to give explicit details. 
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But most bishops don't ask, and ifa person is 
assertive enough to simply say that's private, 
most bishops don't push the issue. So, it is a 
question of what's okay between a couple in 
their own bedroom, what is acceptable to 
both partners. 

I heard a joke the other day about what's 
acceptable to both partners. A man found 
himself on a desert island with the requisite 
brass lamp. Upon rubbing the lamp, the 
genie emerged. However, this genie was 
quite tired and said, "You can only have one 
wish, because I'm really just tapped." The 
man thought for awhile, reached into his 
pocket, and pulled out a map of the world he 
happened to have. He said, "Well, if I could 
wish lor any one thing, it would be lor world 
peace." The genie groaned and said, "I really 
am tired; that's quite beyond me today Why 
don't you pick something else." The man 
said, "Well, okay, then 1 wish lor something 
personal. When 1 get off this island, 1 wish 
that my wife will be as interested in oral sex 
as I am." The genie looked at him and said, 
"Let's look at your map again." 

DO general authorities care if a 
married person masturbates? 

First of all, I'd say they don't talk about 
married people masturbating. So-as you 
may have guessed-you have a wider range 
of sexual practices once you're married. 

Belore you're married, there are obviously 
sanctions against sexual intercourse. It's how 
much guilt you feel (up to the point of sexual 
intercourse) that decides il you discuss 
sexual acts with your bishop. Then, it's u p  to 
what your bishop feels, which is highly vari- 
able. Church talks have certainly identilied 
various behaviors that are not okay, such as 
excessive fondling, petting, or even french 
kissing. So we're in this wonderful place of 
ambiguity-1 purposely call it "wonderful" 
-where you are lorced to decide your own 
thoughts and actions. And that is always 
good. 

H a v e  LDS leaders reversed their 
position on sex only for procreation? 

Informally they have done so, but not of- 
ficially. A couple of Ensign articles over the 
years have acknowledged the role of plea- 
sure, but very euphemistically. Also, no re- 
cent, formal discussions have stated that sex 
is for procreation only, and the issue of birth 
control has become less emphasized. In my 
opinion, and according to Lester Bush in his 
book on Mormon positions on medical is- 
sues, that's how the LDS church changes its 
position on many doctrinal issues, particu- 
larly sexual ones-the process is to de-em- 

phasize the issue, to stop talking about it, 
and then to focus elsewhere. 

There are many ways to enhance sexu- 
ality in a marriage. I believe that one of the 
best things you might treat yourself to is a 
bookstore. Any large bookstore will have at 
least a few selections on sexuality Browse 
through four or five; find which one works 
best lor you. A question I've heard many 
Mormons ask is, "Will I be learning things 
that won't comply with Church teachings?" 
But Mormons are very good at trying to 
figure out which TV programs or music will 
work for them. So read what you want, and 
edit as you go: say no to some pans, say yes 
to others. Reading things that are explicitly 
sexual as an adult doesn't generally harm you 
unless you think it's going to or if you are 
sexually addicted. If it's violent, or in any way 
coercive, or uses another person as an object 
and not as an individual, then that's another 
matter. However, by being selective when 
you browse, you can find sexually oriented 
information that will enhance your sexual re- 
lationship and also fit your values, or can be 
edited to your values. 

Couples who talk regularly about sex, 
who see differences as a matter of preference, 
who acknowledge gender-related issues, and 
who collaborate on dimculties are going to 
be more successlul as a couple. They might 
not have sex as often as one partner would 
like, and they may have it more than the 
other would prefer. But they find ways of 
taking turns or compromising. They create 
ways of being affectionate in many settings. 

An sexual mores just a control 
weapon for religions? 

1 think it is the legitimate domain of reli- 
gions to control what they theologically be- 
lieve they should control. That's part of the 
division between church and state; each has 
its own aegis. 1 may agree or disagree with 
what my religion says, but that's still within 
the purview o l  the religion. Ultimately, the 
question is not, "Is everybody controlled!" 
but "How controlled d o  I feel?" As one grows 
into more mature stages of emotional devel- 
opment, one can even ask, "How d o  1 allow 
myself to feel controlled? Il I decide to 
comply with my church, am 1 making an 
adult decision to d o  so?" In the end, we have 
to accept the responsibility for our own deci- 
sions of living, or not living. as our religon 
says. When we choose not to. we also need 
to responsibly say, as an adult, "I'm not, for 
various reasons, going to d o  that." 

There is a type of person who makes his 
or her own decisions and lives with them 
well. These people make u p  their own minds 

and d o  not feel controlled. even when they're 
in a very disciplined structure. Such people 
often have spiritual lives in which they feel 
ongoing relationships with God that con- 
tinue throughout their lives' cycles. I've heard 
many clients say, "1 know what the Church 
would say about my sexual behavior, but my 
spiritual life is doing just fine. I'm feeling all 
kinds of things from God." They experience 
no split between sexuality and sp~rituality 
On the other hand, I've known many 
Mormons who when they say they feel frus- 
trated, or stuck, concerning sex also say the 
same thing about their spiritual life. I'm not 
sure you can progress far in one area without 
parallel progress in the other. 

Nevertheless, statistically, Mormons who 
are in non-compliance with Church sexual 
norms become inactive fairly easily Then the 
question arises: "What d o  I d o  with my spiri- 
tuality?" The answer is often in the negative, 
guilt-ridden form. A typical bind that 
Mormons get into is perceiving the problem 
as absolute-if the Church says you can or 
cannot d o  something, then you have only 
one move to the right, one move to the lelt, 
with only one millimeter in between. And 
many of them get stuck, spiritually and sexu- 
ally However, as you expand your view of 
the problem, many courses of belief and ac- 
tion then become available. 

My advice is to spend time thinking and 
talking through sexual issues to understand 
them from different angles bqfore acting; 
then, you spare yourself later anxiety. 
However, i f  you've felt penned up  for many 
years, you may not have the will to d o  this. 
The re-thinking or re-believing then comes 
ajter the acting. To resolve the problem ol the 
contradictions between what you believe 
spiritually and what you d o  sexually, you 
must move to the level of thinking and 
problem-solving that involves paradox, am- 
biguity, and cognitive dissonance in your 
personal life. How to do this? Read, talk to 
other people, observe how they solve similar 
paradoxical struggles, find new ways to inte- 
grate, rather than polarize, your sexuality 
and spirituality a' 

immersion 
and  spirit marrow transplanl- 
sin in remission 

-ADDIE LACOE 
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