SEXUAL INFIDELITY AS EXPLOITATION
Craig S. Keener

The specific experience that moved me to write this
article grew out of telling Bible stories to neighbor kids
who were expressing concern about the dangerous drug
dealers who daily stalk the street. One eleven-year-old
girl, most of whose female teenage relatives under her
roof have babies, has a bleeding ulcer and cried when I
told her that I was leaving town for a few days. When she
asked me to be her godfather, I suspected what inquiry
soon confirmed: Her father had abandoned his family
and broken her precious heart.

Today many young men and women make promises
they have no intention of keeping, to "get the goods." In
so doing, they exploit another human being’s most per-
sonal possession — their body — as an object for their
own designs. [ write this brief essay because the concerns
it addresses touch my life personally. I know too many
girls around 14 years of age who get pregnant because
boys pressure them to have unprotected sex; the girls get
stuck with raising the child. (Some of the girls do this
intentionally; tragically, in some areas, it is the most they
think they can keep of a man). Smooth-talking tongues
and short-lived promises crush trusting hearts, further
harden those more prudent than to trust, and often pro-
duce children to be raised by a single parent or grandpar-
ent. The children themselves provide the best proof that
the human heart was never constructed to bear such pain.
Although most children I know do not talk about it much
unless you ask, not recognizing the pathological abnormal-
ity of their situation in a society that normalizes their pain,
they know that something is not the way it should be.

Because our society traditionally associated sexual
ethics with religion, our culture’s abandonment of relig-
ion (largely on the grounds that religion was too sectar-
ian) was naturally accompanied by an abandonment of
traditional sexual ethics. While we retain a small portion
of t.hose ethics (such as the almost universal incest ta-
boo), we have as a culture come to regard premarital
sexual activity, and often even extramarital sexual activ-
ity, as a matter of personal choice, as if that choice affects
no one else (including the sexual partner). More recently
we have added the caveat that individuals should prae-
tice reasonably safe sex, but have defined safety only in
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terms of viruses, omitting possible negative psychologi-
cal consequences of reducing intimacy to purely physical
terms or emotionally betraying those who cannot reduce
it to such terms.

But while Christian religion naturally functions as a
guardian for sexual ethics, such ethics in various forms
are components of most traditional societies. [ know of no
human society which dispenses with marriage and family
units, although the nature of such marnage and families
vary from one culture to the next Most societies have
regarded adultery negahvely, and many also regard pre-
marital sex? and sometimes divorce® as destabilizing
forces; many culturesi impose sanctions against those who
violate these cultural codes.® Our culture’s experiment
with the anti-traditional sexual ethics of the 60s has ulti-
mately confirmed the wisdom of many traditional socie-
ties, and now, apart from the Western religious tradition,
some social analysts are recognizing the wisdom of fam-
lly, a wisdom God planted in all human cultures capable
of survival.

Our society’s growing recognition of the value of faith-
fulness in relationships derives not only from general
social observations but also from the basic character of
human nature. When we make ourselves vulnerable to
others (or are born in that relation to them), and they
betray us, that is unethical. This is true whether the be-
trayal is gossiping about a secret we confided in them or
exploiting our sexuality for their own passions, without
any intention of commitment.

Toinvite someone to become so intimate that we admit
them into union with our own bodies is perhaps the
ultimate vulnerability — and to learn that they wanted
"the goods" without so much as an enduring friendship is
probably the ultimate betrayal. That such betrayal has
often come to be viewed as a natural part of life only
shows how far we have gone from respecting one another
as persons of value independent from our own desires.

Even though most young people I know have come to
expect some betrayal as a part of life by the time they
finish college, most of them nevertheless regard it as
something to be avoided. Intimacy only flourishes in the
context of trust, and trust only flourishes in the context of
commitment which nurtures unconditional love. Betrayal
can severely damage its victims’ capacity for trust, hence
the victim's capacity for intimacy; betrayal easily clones
itself as novices to love are instructed in its ways. This
suggests the now popular twist on the Golden Rule: Do
to others before they can do it to you,

We take interpersonal factors in human bonding, espe-
cially in marriage and the relationship that leads to it, far



less seriously than we should. In many societies marriage
includes a monetary transaction, the dowry or the bride-
price (money brought by the wife from her father’s house
to protect her financially, or money paid as barter to the
bride’s father to symbolically repay the father for raising
the groom’s future Wife).8 Thus in some societies, even
cohabitation does not mean a couple is married unless
there is also a transaction between families.” For all the
chauvinism of "primitive" societies, such cultures often
respect both parties as individuals from diverse back-
grounds, and offer more rules protecting the parties in
event of marital failure than we Americans do.

One may compare the ancient Jewish regulation that a
husband must provide for his wife at the level to which
she was accustomed growing ul:a.10 Deuteronomy 21,
while accommodating a social system quite different
from ours, clearly articulates the principle that sexuality,
as one’s most private possession, is the seal of commit-
ment one saves for one’s future spouse. This text regards
premarital sex with a person who may ultimately become
someone else’s spouse as adultery in advance, Those
who misappropriate another person’s sexuality in rape
are punished at the same level as if they had killed a
person.n

Because sexual activity was reserved for marriage, the
only cheap sex one could have in such cultures was with
a 1:!r'o,='.t:'ﬂ'ute.12 Then, as today, prostitutes were often with-
out other means of support for themselves or their chil-
dren; in the Roman period, many or most were slaves.?
(Some prostitutes today support a drug habit; but I know
of others who know no other means to support their
children after their husbands abandoned them, Before the
AIDS epidemic was widely reported, one male prostitute
in Chicago told me that he only did what he did to geta
place to stay at night, and his girlfriend would kill him if
she ever found out.) We rightly lament that prostitutes
sell themselves too cheaply, that men are exploiting hu-
man beings by using them for a small price.

But too many young men and women I know today
sell themselves more cheaply than that. Often itis because
they do not value their sexuality as a special gift to offer
uniquely to the person with whom they will spend their
lives; often it is because they hope to spend at least part
of their lives with a person but the commitment on one or
both sides proves inadequate to sustain a long-term rela-
tionship. In the latter case, their partner has exploited
them, or their effective insulation from the counsel of
those who should know better misleads them into think-
ing that what they feel inside is adequate when feelings
by themselves are rarely permanent (in which case, soci-
ety is guilty of abusing them by negligence in providing
fair warning).

In many cases I have observed, people sell themselves
cheaply because of the low value they place on them-
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selves: Their self-esteem is so uncertain that they succumb
to smooth compliments or to peer pressure. Children as
young as ten are doing it. (If suggesting abstinence is
"imposing moral values," what is letting peer pressure,
pressure from the opposite gender, and biology take their
course before young people have been exposed to the
consequences?)

I advise my young friends to value themselves so
highly that they don't give themselves away in sexual
intimacy to anyone not willing to pay the ultimate price
for it: the commitment of his or her whole life. Although
this advice appeals specifically to my hearers’ self-inter-
ast, I believe that the Gospel also summons us to respect
the other person that much, whether or not they see their
sexual activity in terms of respect and intimacy. I tell them
that I am 33 and single, and that I have had plenty of
opportunities to use my sexuality wrongly had I not
understood that God's way was better. But the longer I
have waited, the more I have learned to develop close
friendships based on mutual respect, and the more I
have grown to appreciate the true treasure that a hus-
band and wife really have to offer one another in mari-
tal intimacy.

All of us know the pain of broken relationships; we
likewise recognize the evil of sexual harassment and ex-
ploitation, which treat people as objects rather than as
persons. Because we know that pain, we cannot buy into
society’s trivialization of that pain. Betrayal in a business
deal is breach of contract, but while the pain of betrayal
in marriage often goes much deeper, our society seems
less troubled by the latter.!* Fraudulent misrepresenta-
tion of one’s commitment in a relationship is exploitation
of another person’s emotions; while it may not entail the
violent theft of another person’s sexuality as in rape, it
emotionally rapes another person’s trust and sense of
self-worth. It is oppression — the abuse of power (in this
case persuasive power to exploit another’s trust) — of
another human being,

By recognizing that sexual exploitation is a form of
oppression, we may find points of contact with a culture
suspicious of specifically Christian values. Not everyone
in our sodety has become hardened to his or her own
pain; many are tired of hurting and being hurt, and would
welcome more intelligent analysis of the social and inter-
personal forces that help explain their experience. Al-
though my new goddaughter moved me to venture
momentarily outside my own field of study as a New
Testament scholar, I trust that writers more competent in
the social sciences than I will continue to make their case
heard and develop some of the themes presented here.
For the sake of many hurting people, we must develop
effective ways to articulate responsible sexual ethics that
reflect God's design that all human beings be treated as
persons of equal worth and dignity.
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society); see e.g., Firth, Tikopia, pp. 119.475-77; Stephens, Fam-
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sexual exploitation of slaves, see e.g., Artem. Oneir. 1.78; Mart.
Epig. 3:33; Ach. Tat. Clil. 6.20; m. Ab. 2:7). Many cultures have
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When the star in the sky is gone
When the kings and the princes are home
When the shepherds are back with their flocks
The work of Christmas begins—

To find the lost
To heal the broken
To feed the hungry
To release the prisoner
To teach the nations
To bring Christ to all
To make music in the heart—

—Howard Thurman
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