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CHAPTER THREE

... Girls don’t eat much when guys are around. I guess they assume
we're going to think bad of them, or maybe they’re too concerned about
their appearance . . . many times a girl will look great, but she’ll still say
she’s fat . . . When I go out to dinner with a girl, I want to enjoy the meal
with her instead of just watching her pick at her food.
—Interview with Breakaway boys in Bric (April 1995)

Unlike crossover Christian music, which is toned down for mass con-
sumption, the prochastity magazines, books, and videos examined in
this chapter are narrowly targeted to an exclusively evangelical andi-
ence, which means they can have harder-hitting messages. Christian
musicians like Sixpence None the Richer strive both to reinforce the
beliefs of those within the fold and to reach out to those beyond the
fold, but youth magazines like Brio and Breakaway are more like Car-
man, whose music speaks only to fellow born-agains.

Yet even as evangelical youth magazines speak only to believers,
they are not immune to secular ideas. For example, there is nothing
particularly Christian expressed in the epigraph above, in which boys
‘describe {rustration with the fermnale obsession with dieting. This phe-
nomenocn would hardly be foreign to readers of mainstream teen mag-
azines; if there is much in Christian magazines that seems strange to
nonevangelicals, there is also much that is familiar. Indeed, except for
the absence of advertisements, these magazines do not, on the surface,
look very different from secular magazines. This is not to say that Brio
and Breakaway are simply phony imitations of “real” youth magazines.
In fact, they are slick, sophisticated productions in their own right, of-
fering a Christian perspective on issues of interest to teenagers, espe-
cially issues of sexuality. Not surprisingly, their take on sexuality—and
gender in general—is quite conservative. Boys in these magazines are
represented as hard and strong, whereas girls are emotional and weak.

Such sexual polarities are consistently deployed in media advocat-

87




Chapter Three 88

ing chastity. Through their representation of sexual abstinence, food
consumption, eating disorders, and weightlifting, evangelical youth me-
dia define bodily control quite dillerently for girls and boys. On the
surface, evangelical media’s gender-specific definitions of bodily con-
trol seem to portray boys and girls similarly—as equally chaste—but,
as we shall see, Christian bodily control may actually be more oppres-
sive for girls than it is for boys. Chastity can be empowering for teens, a
potent symbol of their commitment to God, and it would be unfair to
imagine that teens are simply victims of chastity campaigns. At the
same time, though, prochastity raedia call for feminist critique; in this
chapter I'will make that critique, considering the ways teens may resist
the chastity directive while still acknowledging the fact that chastity
has deep religious meaning {or many teens.

PFocus on the Family books, magazines, and videos are major pro-
moters of chastity in the United States and increasingly abroad. Focus’s
monthly teen magazines, Breakaway for boys and Brio for girls, are the
only nationally distributed evangelical youth magazines. They are sold
in some Christian bookstores, but the vast majority of their distribution
is subscription-based. There are over 180,000 Brig subscribers and
80,000 Breakaway subscribers. Parents offer the magazines to their
twelve- to sixteen-year-old children as substitutes for secular maga-
zines like Sevenieen, Readers may have started off with other Focus on
the Family publications, such as Clubhouse Ji. for four- to eight-year-
olds and Clubhouse tor eight- to twelve-year-olds. As one often finds in
secular culture, the magazines for younger children are not targeted to
a single sex, but as soon as readers reach puberty magazines start treat-
ing boys and girls like separate species. For girls, the transition from the
nongender-coded Highlights or Nickelodeorn magazine to the highly femn-
inized Seventeer is comparable to the move from Clubhouse to Brio.

Examining such media cannot reveal all that yvouth do with them,
but it does elucidate how adults—the producers of evangelical youth
media—want teens to think about their bodies and how this concep-
tualization converges with and diverges from secular conceptions of
male and female bodies. Evangelical media may promote conservative
ideas, but as in the wider sccular culture, they discuss sex and gender
using therapeutic language. Secular therapeutic discourse “provides a
ready-mmade and familiar narrative trajectory: the eruption of a prob-
lem leads to confession and diagnosis and then to a solution or cure.”?
Evangelical therapeutic discourse likewise involves problem resolu-
tion, but because of the nature of sin, cures are always precarious. Brig,
Breakaway, and other evangelical youth products such as chastity vid-
eos, advice books, and music strive to cure teens of sexual desire and
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other “problems,” but since sin can never entirely be washed away, teens
are not really cured of carnality. Rather, one might say that evangelical
therapeutic media help teen desires go into remission.

Media that promote chastity are therapeutic in terms of seeking to
help teens learn to manage their sexuality, but they are also part of a
bigger picture, the wider context of the therapeutic role of contempo-
rary religion. Although evangelicals often criticize narcissistic individ-
ualissn—the New Age emphasis on “self-realization,” for example—as
egocentric and ungodly, evangelicals themselves are far from immune
to the lure of the therapeutic.? David Watt contends that from the mid-
twenties until the fifties “fundamentalists did not allow therapeutic
ideas to shape their view of the world.” Rather, they “mounted nu-
merous direct attacks upon modern psychology.”® In the 1950s, evan-
ge]icals began to lessen their opposition to psychology and to present
Christian versions of it. By the 1960s and 1970s, many evangelicals
seemed to have fully embraced Christianized psychology, and a sig-
nificant body of popular evangelical therapeutic literature emerged.*
James Davison Hunter has argued that this Hterature, with its “psycho-
logical Chiristocentrism,” represents a major accommodation that evan-
gelicals have made to modernity.” While sin is certainly not a concept
that has been erased from evangelical culture, today one is likely to
hear evangelical sermons that speak not only of sin but also of anxiety,
sickness, and low self-esteem.? God “understands your feelings” and
“boosts your self-esteem.” He is “your best friend.”” Hunter argues that
such accommodation to modernity strengthens evangelicalism’s posi-
tion in the religious marketplace, where various religious groups com-
pete for believers.® Clearly, I would add, such accommeodations also
enable evangelicals to compete in the market for religious books and
media. It can hardly be a coincidence that one of the most successful
purveyors of evangelical media, including chastity media, is James
Dobson of Focus on the Family. Dobson is also a psychologist with a
Ph.D. from the University of Southern California. If contemporary
evangelical discourse is infused with therapeutic rhetoric, self-help
chastity media should be understood as one piece of this larger picture.

While it is true that evangelicals often use the therapeuticlanguage
of health to discuss chastity, we mustn’t jurnp the gun and assume that
this shift in language is simply evidence of secularization, for if Ameri-
can religious language is infused with the therapeutic, the reverse is
also increasingly true: therapeutic, “secular” self-help discourse is also
infused with “spiritual” overtones, In their understandings of chastity,
evangelicals may be mixing up the religious and the therapeutic, but
these domains were hardly discreet entities before evangelicals began
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promoting chastity. Evangelicals, thus, are not atypical in their mixing
of the medical and the spiritual, but they do seern to have gravitated to
the therapeutic with a particular intensity, consistently melding health
and religious language when they discuss sex in videos, magazines, ad-
vice books, and other media. The teens represented in these media mix
together words such as purity, sin, healthy, unhealthy, addiction, recov-
ery, redemption, and tempiation. The words chastity and abstinence
arc both used, the former term clearly having overt spiritual connota-
tions. Abstinence, conversely, is a clinical, medical sounding word that
fits unobtrusively into a discussion of how one “struggles” with sexual
“issues.”

In examining Focus magazines, books, and videos, my main con-
cern will be to understand how these media speak to teens and tell
them how to understand their bodics. There is, however, a wider po-
litical contexl to be noted: the national abstinence movement that
evangelicals have been promoting since the early 1990s. This wider
movement has in recent years been transformed. Chastity persists as a
moral movement in much of the media addressed to evangelicals, but
outside of that community evangelical politicians have transformed
chastity into a health movement under the banner of “abstinence.”
Evangelicals have succeeded in bringing abstinence into the public
sphere, in part at least, by obscuring the evangelical roots of their anti-
sex {and anti-safe-sex) movement.

When Focus on the Family and other conservative Christian groups
lobby for money for anti-sex campaigns, they speak not of chastity but
rather of abstinence. And they have succeeded using this tactic. As
Focus on the Family magazine reports, “The 1996 Welfare Reform Act in-
cluded a $50 million-per-year appropriation for states to provide absti-
nence education under Title V. The federal Office of Adolescent
Pregnancy Programs also awards grants under Title XX for demonstra-
tion projects aimed at preventing adolescent sexual activity.”® The $50
million was given out each year for five years. The pro-abstinence
Bush administration pushed for increased funding, and by 2002 an-
nual federal spending on abstinence programs had mounted to $102
million.*® Focus on the Family crows that “even the harshest critics of ab-
stinence grudgingly concede that abstinence is ‘mainstream’—so
much so that many organizations, such as Planned Parenthood, have
tried to co-opt abstinence language to fool the public, calling their pro-
grams ‘abstinence-based.””!! The irony, of course, is that Focus and
other groups are themselves guilty of trying to fool the public by pre-
tending that abstinence campaigns do not have evangelical roots.
These abstinence campaigns have received much press coverage, but
chastity campaigns have received less media attention. In other words,
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we know how evangelicals try to sell abstinence to outsiders, but how
do they sell chastity within their ranks?

CHASTITY THROUGH THE ROOF

Evangelical teen advice books repeatedly state that feelings of sexual
attraction are a gift from God. Yet God’s gift is dangerous; left uncon-
trolled, it will lead to premarital sexual activity. To prevent such activ-
ity, evangelicals have undertaken a number of nationwide chastity
campaigns, and these campaigns are promoted in Brie and Breakaway.
When you open the magazines, chastity pledge cards tumble out in-
stead of subscription cards. In July 1994, the True Love Waits campaign
culminated with 25,000 teens planting 200,000 chastity pledge cards
in the Mall area between the Capitol and the Washington Monument.
These cards read: “Believing that true love waits, Imake a commitment
1o God, myself, my family, my friends, my future mate, and my future
children to be sexually abstinent from this date until the day I enter a
Biblical marriage relationship.” In 1996, thousands of teens filled out
“True Love Waits” cards and assembled at the Atlanta Georgia Dome
for a weekend-long chastity extravaganza, featuring various speakers
and the hottest Christian bands. These cards had the same words on
them as the 1994 cards but were designed slightly differently, with a
hole in them so that they could be stacked on a pole soaring up to the
ceiling of the arena. Further cementing the already bizarrely phallic
connotations of the event, the ejaculatory motto of the gathering was
“My card’s through the roof!” (figs. 26-27).

Assuming that God makes “opposites” attract, evangelical abstinence
campaigns address boys and girls as utterly dichotomous: boys are
strong and stoic; girls, emotional and nurturing. But their faith and
their commitment to chastity unite these opposites. That boys and gitls
can send their cards through the roof and gyrate to Christian rock to cel-
ebrate their shared dedication to chastity may seem strange. Yet chastity
celebrations, like Christian youth music festivals, are the ultimate coed
road trip. Boys and girls who usually aren‘t allowed to stay out late, go
to wild parties, or even touch each other platonically (there is a three-
inch separation rule at one evangelical junior high school in California),
pile into buses with their adult youth group leaders and spend three or
four days in a hotel or at a campground. Although conservative ideas
about gender-appropriate behavior remain firmly in place, the commit-
ment to chastity does bridge the metaphorical and literal sexual sepa-
rateness of evangelical boys and girls. Chastity—and all the celebratory
rallies, concerts, and parties it entails—is, ironically, the only risk-free
activity that teen boys and girls can safely engage in together.
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FIG5. 26-27 CHASTITY PLEDGE CARD

The conundrum is, how do you create a therapeutic discourse that
explains and promotes chastity to teens who have been taught to think
of boys and girls as sexual antagonists? How can essentialist notions
of gender be maintained—the idea that certain behaviors are simply
“natural”—if the “inherent” desires of boys and girls can be restruc-
tured? In other words, how can boys still be masculine while resisting
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their active sexual urges, and how can girls still be feminine while re-
sisting the urge to passively submit? These questions represent the
fault lines of evangelical notions of sexual control. To “cure” teens of
sexual desire, evangelical adults must sanction the very behavioral
traits (masculine aggression, feminine passivity) that supposedly com-
pel unchaste behavior. '

At the 1994 True Love Waits conference, girls and boys were taught
about chastity in separate serminars. Girls were told a sentimental fairy
tale about true, eternal love and the achievement of the feminine
dream of romance through the preservation of virginity. Boys, con-
versely, were directed to loudly chant “We are real men! We are real
men!” They were told that abstinence was not emasculating, that
“Adam was a real man,” and that the Garden of Eden housed “Adam
and Eve,” not “Adam and Steve.”!2 The problem of how one could
be a “real man” and a virgin was solved by asserting homophobic
machismo. Ironically, in order to control the male body, to save it from
its own heterosexual aggression, that body must be constructed as ag-
gressively heterosexual and masculine. Thus, “natural” heterosexual
gender roles are maintained in spite of a constant attempt to control
and reconstruct “natural urges.”

Susie Shellenberger and Greg Johnson, the editors of Brio and
Breakaway, have written numerous teen advice books on how to main-
tain one’s faith and virginity.!* Their coauthored 258 Great Dates While
You Wait tells teens how to avoid sticky situations in which their hor-
mones might carry them away. Like other adult chastity promoters,
Shellenberger and Johnson assume that teenagers cannot control their
desires. Heavy petting or even French kissing will almost inevitably
lead down the slippery slope to sexual intercourse. Shellenberger ra-
tionalizes her argument by referring to the “law of diminishing re-
turns”; “each time you go a step further, you find that it takes more to
fulfill your appetite. So you continually let down your barriers to be-
come more and more fulfilled. The result? Two people have had sexual
intercourse without planning on it.” 14 By constructing a teen body ut-
terly lacking self-control, a body that can only be controlled or cured
by a spiritual commitment to chastity, evangelical books, magazines,
and videos may not only be dangerous to teen self-image but also may
encourage boys to be sexually violent and girls to see submission to
sexual violence as natural. Boys and girls who are repeatedly told that
at a certain point they are no longer in control may as a result feel less
in control, and it may actually be more difficult to stop sexual activity if
one conceives of one’s body as a runaway train. Crudely put, when all

_ bodily control is lost, boys give in to their urge to rape and girls give in

to their urge to submit to rape.
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Bvangelical youth media are, in fact, contradictory in their concep-
tualization of rape. Sometimes it seems that rape per se docs not exist
for evangelicals. Instead, boys “lose control” or “force themselves” on
girls. This is a scenario in one episode of Family First, an evangelical sit-
com aired on the Trinity Broadcasting Network. A girl ignores her
brother’s warnings that the boy she is dating has a “bad reputation.”
The boy eventually forces himself on her, but she simply hits him and
escapes. The word “rape” is avoided, and the girl is taught a valuable
lesson about being led by the spirit, not the flesh. The unstated impli-
cation is that she was “asking for it.” A teenager who wrote in to Break-
away was less fortunate than the sitcom girl. She explains that she and
her boyfriend were sexually “wrestling,” and she kept telling him to
stop, but at a certain point she felt that she had “let him go so far” that
it wouldn’t be fair or possible to stop him. She says she should have
pushed him off her and run away, but instead she had sex. Again, what
sounds like rape is here defined as the victim's fault because she has
been so thoroughly instructed in biologically compulsory fornica-
tion.1® Notably, though, when girls write to Brip and explicitly sav that
they have been raped, the editors respond compassionately and do not
blame the victims. Here, the evangelical understanding of rape mirrors
that of most of the contemporary secular world—that “no means no”
and that rape is a viclent crime in which women are not complicit.
While Brio and other Focus magazines promote an idealized, nostal-
gic 1950s sexual morality, they cannot escape the fact that attitudes
about rape have changed since then. As much as evangelicals criticize
feminism, they have been affected by it. In fact, their ideas have been
modified, and cne might even say made more liberal, in response to
changes wrought by feminism. We can see this change in both youth
and adult culture. In her study of adult evangelicals in the Women's
Aglow organization, Marie Griffith recounts how the group’s concep-
tualization of female submission to men has shifted over time. In the
1970s, Women's Aglow literature emphasized a doctrine of wifely sub-
mission, Rather than “merely participating in their own victimization,”
Griffith explains, “the women themselves claim the doctrine of sub-
mission leads both to freedom and to transtormation, as God rewards
His obedient daughters by healing their sorrows and easing their pain.
Thus interpreted, the doctrine of submission becomes a means of as-
serting power over bad situations, including circumstances over which
one may otherwise have no control.”!® Since the mid-1980s, however,
the doctrine of wifely submission has changed dramatically, Griffith
observes that “as teachings on proper gender roles have Nuctuated
over time, the strictest interpretation has gradually given way to more
lenient, flexible interpretations” of submission or surrender to God.'”?
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Today, mutual submission of husband and wife is emphasized. This de-
creasing emphasis on wifely submission must surely be understood, at
least in part, as a response to feminist ideas, and here we see a parallel
in teen chastity literature and videos that speak of rape using a lan-
guage that could not exist without feminism. In fact, the very idea that
girls have “healthy” sexual feelings is a modern one that owes quite a
debt to feminism.

Even if the official prochastity line is that sex is beautiful, natural,
and healthy, Christian media have ways of making it seem rather un-
pleasant, even infusing it with Oedipal overtones. Magazines, videos,
and advice books urge sexually aroused teens to stymie sexual feelings
by picturing the faces of all their relatives, as well as Jesus. Although

_ the intention may be simply to make kids feel guilty, there is also a
* creepy Oedipal dimension to picturing your mother’s or father’s face

whenever you are sexually aroused. Boys and girls are encouraged to
imagine dates as siblings and to “date” their parents.'® Articles in Focus-
on the Family magazine even suggest that fathers “propose” to their
daughters, offering them purity rings instead of engagement rings (fig.
28).19 A cartoon in Shellenberger’s advice book Guys and a Whole Lot
More shows a car parked at Lover's Lane and explicitly places the male
sexual aggressor in the paternal subject position. In the caption, the girl
tells the boy, “Here’s a quarter. Call my dad. Tell him what you want io
do. Ifit’s all right with him, it’s okay with me.”2° Mothers are less often
evoked, although one Christian music celebrity does say, “The best
date I've ever had was with my mom!”

While this all sounds a bit perverse, evangelical media intend to
construct chastity as empowering. One Edge TV video, however, illus-
trates the pressures wrought upon both boys and girls by a commit-
ment to chastity. The first segment in the “Sexual Choices” episode
features a dozen kids, many of whom have made sexual “mistakes” in
the past. While some feel empowered by their current commitmernt to
chastity, memories of their sexually active histories torture many of
them. This video shows emotional, introspective teenage boys, a far
cry from the “We are real men!” chanters. An athletic football player
type explains that lust is dehumanizing. He is shot in soft focus, a style
typically associated with feminine images. Another boy sulfers desper-
ately from the urge to masturbate. A third teen is horrified by his ho-
mosexual past and remarks that it only he had talked to someone
about his homosexual feelings before he succumbed to them he could
have properly dealt with his problem, and he would not have engaged
in the sexual acts that led to his HIV-positive status.

The antilust football player, the suffering masturbator, and the re-
pentant homosexual offer striking examples of evangelicals’ simulta-
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FIG. 28 ADVERTISEMENT FOR 14KT GOLD
CHASTITY RING.
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neous engagement with and distance from secular media. On the one
hand, unlike evangelical media, most mainstream media does not vil-
ify teen sex and even, in fact, encourages it. On the other hand, evan-
gelical media parallel secular media in their emphasis on popularized
verstons of what Freud called “the talking cure.”?! Tln‘ough”extema-
lizing their feelings, evangelical youth are promised they can cure
themselves of their sexual problems. This is also the logic of secular
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therapeutic media such as The Opral Winfrey Show or mainstream seli-
help books, even if what constitutes a sexual “problem” is generally de-
fined quite differently in such venues.

THERAPEUTIC SELF-EXPRESSION

Like most media promoting chastity, Edge TV videos teach viewers that
they desperately need to talk about their sexual feelings. In fact, the
evangelical invective to speak one’s sex is evocative of the forced “infi-
nite task of telling” sexuality that Michel Foucault speaks of in the first
volume of The History of Sexuality: “[Y]ou will seek to transform your
desire, your every desire, into discourse.”?? The organizing principle of
much therapeutic evangelical youth media is that translating sexuality
into language is liberating, and that if youth could express their sexual
feelings to youth pastors or other mature elders, they would be able to
control those feelings. Because of the intransigence of sin, the cure
from sexuality is unstable, but it is nonetheless within the grasp of
those teenagers who can translate their interior self into language.

Importantly, self-narration is a vital part of evangelical culture apart
from the issue of chastity. The telling and retelling of conversion stories
is a crucial aspect of evangelical identity. The typical witnessing narra-
tive details how one has found salvation; it is a public display of the self
that is simultaneously spiritually valuable to the evangelizer and, ide-
ally, to listeners, who are potential converts. Such narratives also help
maintain a sense of community, of shared experience. In his essay on
the rhetoric of conversion narratives, Wayne Booth notes that “typical
Protestant conversions” are “dramatic, sudden, shattering, moving
from depravity to a sudden inflowing of grace.”?* Booth argues that
the conversion narratives that have the most impact on listeners are
those that emphasize the perilous journey between “before” and “al-
ter.” The distance traveled to salvation must be dramatic, even exag-
gerated, to make a strong impact on listeners.>*

Narratives of sin and salvation can be difficult to construct, how-
ever, for children raised in evangelical homes, many of whom were
saved at the age of seven or eight and who only vaguely remember the
moment of salvation. Teenagers who have no “before” to their conver-
sion narratives have not experienced serious worldly transgression,
but for many this changes with the arrival of puberty. Sexual desire
opens the door to transgression, and even those who only gingerly
cross the threshold, perhaps buying a pornographic magazine or
watching a dirty movie, will find their conversion stories changing (or
coalescing for the first time) as they fight temptation, stumble, and per-
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haps end up “rededicating” themselves to God. Through rededicating
one’s self to the Lord one can, in effect, be saved over and over again,
and conversion narratives will quite likely be stronger for those who
have fallen and then returned to the fold than for those who have
never succumbed to transgression and strayed from the flock.

As we saw in the figure of the sensitive football player, it isnot only
girls who are allowed the emotional, introspective discourse of thera-
peutic self-narration. Although both genders are expected to reveal
their innermost selves through impassioned, public rhetorical dis-
plays, in the introspective teenage boy we find a new twist in the gen-
der politics of Christian prochastity media. On the one hand, boys are
told that they are driven by strong, even brutal, sexual impulses, and
prochastity media provide tactics to harness such energies while
maintaining that chaste boys are nonetheless masculine: they are big
eaters, into sports, and aggressively heterosexual. On the other hand,
evangelical videos also picture a soft and introspective teen boy. This
boy is emotionally connected with others and very much in touch
with his feelings. I would argue that the more macho boy is a bit old-
fashioned. Although some videos mix images of the insensitive tough
guy with the new emotionally attuned boy, the older type is most
likely to turn up in the least cool youth group videos. These are videos
with music and graphics that seem a few years out of date and with an
adult rather than teen host. The hipper videos with teen hosts and the
newest music, conversely, are more likely to picture the new-fangled
boy.

Of course, the sensitive boy featured in chastity videos is not a char-
acter type created from scratch by evangelical media makers. To be in
touch with one’s feelings and to be familiar with the therapeutic lan-
guage used to express those feelings is increasingly crucial to the con-
temporary definition of masculinity—at least as expressed in popular
culture. To give only one example, the crux of much of the humor of
the HBO hit series The Sopranos is that the hero is a murderous mobster
who is also in therapy discussing his feelings. Even macho action films
have increasingly focused on sensitive family men since the nineties.?>
Put simply, masculinity is being “feminized” in much popular secular
media, and thus, a Christian youth video that wants to successfully
speak to viewers will have to be aware of the recent eniry of therapeu-
tic, self-help language into masculine self-expression.

Evangelical teens may well avoid secular television shows such as
Felicity and Dawson’s Creek, since these programs picture sexual rela-
tionships outside of marriage, gay characters, and other elements that
might trouble evangelical viewers. Yet evangelical youth group videos
demonstrate familiarity with the kind of boy so often featured in these
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programs, the hypersensitive, emotionally attuned young man. In one
Christian video, a young man in college describes how he bonded with
his male best friend: “We both struggled with the same thing—Dbeing,
or trying to be, ‘manly’ or ‘masculine’ as the culture has defined it, to
be tough and invincible. But we both connected because we realized
that we weren‘t. We tried really hard to be, but we weren’t [manly or
masculine] inside.” He adds, “I can remember the first time that I ever
heard another guy say that he was struggling with sexual temptation,
or pornography, and how freeing that felt to hear another man say
that . . . The rewards of taking those uncomfortable, awkward steps to-
ward someone to be real and be honest and to admit feelings far out-
weigh the scariness of taking those steps.” He concludes that “my
relationships have improved immensely because I've been vulnerable
with my [riends.”2¢

In Christian youth videos, such vulnerability is a key issue for boys
in support groups. The premise of such groups is that talking about sex
with male friends functions as a prophylactic against the committing of
sexual acts. The Edge TV masturbator, for example, ends his tale by ex-
plaining (somewhat unconvincingly) that he feels better now that he
has found a support network of tormented fellow masturbators to
whom he can confess his sinful feelings rather than acting upon them.
Notably, a key premise of the all-male chastity support group is that
this is a safe space to talk about sex, since no women are present.
Clearly, however, for evangelical boys struggling with homosexuality,
the support group will help isolated boys meet others who are gay, and
the current evangelical trend toward speaking about homosexuality
rather than hiding it may produce some unintended resulis.

Prophylactic Christian media hope to ease the pressures of the
chaste Christian lifestyle by offering pleasurable alternatives to sinful
secular culture,?? and, in principle, prochastity songs (“I Don't Want
It,” “Ain‘t No Safe Way”), videos, books, and even nonmedia products
such as jewelry (purity rings) and clothing (“Pet Your Dog, Not Your
Date” T-shirts, “No Trespassing” underwear), are designed to help kids
not think about having sex. But just when sex is ostensibly repressed,
it is actually ubiquitous. Indeed, evangelical prochastity media provide
a stunning illustration of Foucault’s “repressive hypothesis.” Evangeli-
cals strive to eliminate sex outside the boundaries of marriage, yet it is
precisely outside those boundaries that discourses of sexuality propa-
gate with reckless abandon. Focus on the Family dispenses advice to
improve the sex lives of married couples, but the amount of sex talk di-
rected to those not allowed to copulate by far outweighs the amount of
sex talk directed to those sanctioned to indulge. Prochastity teen media
make ignoring sex impossible. '
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TEEN NEGOTIATION OF CHASTITY

Prochastity media will almost inevitably strike nonevangelicals as
bizarre. Most will assume that such media damage their young con-
sumers or, at the very least, that they constitute antisex propaganda.
Prochastity media can indeed misfire, teaching teens to think about
their bodies in potentially damaging ways. Most obviously, such media
can be devastating for gay and lesbian teens. Still, it is simplistic to
imagine that Christian teens simply swallow the sexual directives of
evangelical media hook, line, and sinker. How might teens negotiate
the advice they receive through such media?

Some of the advice dispensed in prochastity books, magazines, and
videos is just plain bad and would be rejected out of hand by many
teens. In their dating book, for example, Focus on the Family's Susie
Shellenberger and Greg Johnson suggest odd food-centered and highly
infantilizing group dates.?® “Kid's day” requires crayoning in coloring
books and playing Candy Land. Airport dates involve putting on strange
costumes, pretending to mect each other getting off planes, and com-
peting at guessing how many men will go into the restroom imme-
diately after deplaning. Food dates include eating entire meals by
taste-testing at a large grocery store, organizing fruit juice tastings (as
opposed to wine tastings), making a giant popsicle in a trash can at the
localice plant, and eating all of the leftovers in the fridge. In sum, these
adults suggest that one avoid sex by engaging in activities more appro-
priate for a prepubescent person and by displacing sexual desire onto
desire for food. No doubt, many evangelical teens would find these
suggestions msulting.

But what about more nuanced advice literature? Do Christian teens
seriously question chastity directives that have been explained to them
in Biblical terms? Interestingly, letters published in Brie indicate a con-
stant negotiation of the idea of chastity among the magazine’s sub-
scribers; it seems that readers do indeed look for contradictions in the
Biblical chastity mandate. The editors receive 1,000 letters each month,
muost of them asking questions about boys and sex.2° Brie letters often
focus on looking for loopholes in the chastity mandate. A girl from
Ohio writes, “This is kind of an embarrassing question, but if the guy
doesn’t have a name or face, is it okay to fantasize about your wedding
night and what sex will be like after vou're married?” The answer is no,
because you should “strive to fill your mind with things that won't
leave you frustrated or wanting what vou can’t have,”*% butit’s hard to
believe that teens who have signed chastity pledge cards don’t have
sexual fantasies made safe through a prefatory marriage fantasy. Al-
though Shellenberger consistently tells girls that even French kissing is
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off limits, they continue to ask, “How much fooling around is accept-
able by God?”3! One girl, who signs herself “Feeling Guilty,” thinks she
has found a potential loophole in her chastity pact with God: “T have
pledged to remain sexually pure until marriage. But what if Jesus
comes back before I get married? I want to know how it feels to have
sex. Is this a horrible thing to want?”>2 Many evangelicals believe that
the Bible predicts the end of the world and the Second Coming of
Christ. These events will be preceded by the Rapture, when all saved
Christians will be instantly removed from the earth. Those who have
been raptured cannot have sex, and there is no sex allowed after the re-
turn of Jesus and the Final Judgment. This Bric reader thus voices a le-
gitimate concern inspired by an evangelical interpretation of the Bible.

Occasionally, Brio girls write in to flaunt the fact that they engage in
sexual activity without feeling guilty. One particularly outspoken girl
writes:

You’'re probably going to tell me that petting will lead to intercourse . . . [but
me and] this guy . . . have done some things that you would probably consider
wrong, but [ don’t think it is, and I don't feel a bit guilty about it. T don’t think
it will lead to us having sex, because I'm not ready until I'm married. He
doesn’t pressure me at all and says he respects me for not wanting to have sex.
So my question is, what ff—because of my own values and beliefs—I don’t
think it's wrong? And don't tell me to get out of the relationship because I don’t
want to and I won't.3?

There’s no telling how many such letters Brio receives, since it be-
hooves their own agenda to print more letters from guilt-ridden girls
than unrepentant ones, but it is clear from the letters that Brio’s adult
editors choose to print that readers do not merely internalize the chas-
tity directive without substantial questioning, negotiation, and varying
degrees of resistance. On the other hand, itis also clear that such letters
aid Bric in defining the chastity directive. From the editors’ perspec-
tive, the letters prove that teen sexuality really is out of control; the ex-
istence of the fallen girl enables the therapeutic salvation narrative to
exist.

Breakaway does not represent fallen boys and does not print letters
from Christian boys asking if it’s OK to make out as long as they don’t
“go too far.” Because their desires are considered uncontrollable once
unleashed, the boys given a voice in Breakaway avoid any contact, or
even being alone with a female: “I prefer group dating because there’s
alot less temptation. Because I'm a Christian, I want to stay away from
risky situations . . . it’s better to go out in groups. It's safer and it’s more
fun.”>* Group dates save boys from their own lustfulness and also
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shield them {rom the occasional female temptress. When a boy writes
that his girlfriend wants to have sex, Breakaway advises, “you ought to
end this relationship pronto, ASAFP, yesterday and real quick. I promise
you that your girlfriend is much more likely to bring you down than
you are to bring her up. You may think you're strong enough to stay
with her without caving in. But be warned: Samson thought the same
thing, and before it was all over he was blind, beaten, betrayed and
bald (see Judges 16).”3% This boy, like the girl who feared Jesus would
come before she did, is negotiating the fact that his desires don’t mesh
with Biblical directives.

Teens writing to Brie or Breakaway often ask questions about Bibli-
cal interpretation. Christian parents put forth the Bible as a rule book
for their children, but the rule book can backfire when teens study it
and recognize the complicated or contradictory dimensions of the tex-
tual interpretations that adults put forth as straightforward and un-
questionable, or when they notice the differences between isolated
Scripture and the same Scripture in its context. Through their own
Bible study, teens may end up rethinking, or at least complicating, the
very rules that adults say the Bible teaches unequivocally. On the other
hand, teens who don‘'t know the Bible well enough will find them-
selves trumped by well-versed adults. At one Christian school, for ex-
ample, some boys questioned the rule that their hair had to be short.
Their teacher pointed to 1 Corinthians 11:14: “[I]f a man has long hair,
it is a disgrace to him.” One student thought he had a winning coun-
terargument: “’But didn't Jesus have long hair?’ The teacher was in-
dignant and cautioned the students that the pictures they see of Jesus
are just representations painted by sinful men. The Bible teaches that
long hair is a sin and also teaches that Jesus never sinned; Jesus, there-
fore, could not have had long hair. Case closed.”*¢ The boys lost be-
cause they countered with a commonsense assertion about Jesus’ hair
rather than a Biblically based argument for long hair. (“What about
Samson and Delilah?” might have been a more productive line of
questioning,)

Questioning rules is highly problematic for teens wishing to follow
the fifth Commandment: honor thy father and mother. In fact, some
teens may not question the chastity directive at all. Why would they
want to tamper with their relationship with God and with their com-
munity? After all, many teens find great peace and joy through their
faith. In addition, belief in a rule book (the Bible) offers believers a
sense of stability and order and a place in a community of like-minded
folks. Given the tortuous isolation and feelings of helplessness and de-
spair that many teenagers endure, it is not difficult to see why an or-
dered belief system and a community of fellow believers would be
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appealing. The evangelical belief system, which to outsiders may seem
to be all rules and prohibition, offers structure, stability, and commu-
nity to youth. Acknowledging the potentially positive aspect§ of evan-
gelical youth culture, however, does not preclude also looking at the
flip side. What are the potential consequences—both personal and po-
litical—of imagining male and female bodies as utterly opposite? What
kinds of contradictions are bound up in evangelical conceptions of teen
bodies?

FEMALE RETENTION AND MALE EXPULSION

The adult compilers of the Teen Study Bible tell readers unequivocally
that “God is prolife.”3” Psalm 139 is one key text used to support the
evangelical antiabortion stance. The New International Version. of the
psalm reads, in part,

you created my inmost being; you knit me together in my mother’s womb . ..
My frame was not hidden from you when I'was made in the secret place. When
1 was woven together in the depths of the earth, your eyes saw my unformed
body. All the days ordained for me were written in youtr book before one of
them came to be.

While the Bible never explicitly condemns abortion—indeed, induc-
ing miscarriage and killing pregnant women are advanced in the Qld
Testament as methods to smite one’s enemies—Christian antiabortion
advocates use Psalm 139 to prove the personhood of unborn life.*#
Evangelicals also use this passage to show how thoroughly God k.nOWS
you and your body and, furthermore, to show that your body is not
only his creation but also belongs to him. Another Biblical passage sup-
porting this idea is 1 Corinthians 6:19-20 in which Paul says, ”]?o you
not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit, who is in you,
whom you have received from God? You are not your own; you were
bought at a price. Therefore honor God with your body.”*? Crucially,
this means that you cannot “choose” whether or not to have sex or to
terminate a pregnancy in your body, because it is not your body. Your
body is simply on loan from God. o
Should the Brio girl [alter in her commitment to chastity, it is as-
sumed she will become pregnant. Like many adult chastity promoters,
James Dobson presumes that birth control does not work.*° He likes
to joke, “What do you call a couple that uses condoms? Pa¥ents!”
The properly containing (and contained) Brio body should Ietaml, rllot
abort, any fetuses that may grow inside her. This contained feminine
body should not sweat or burp, either. Unlike Breakaway boys, whom
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the magazine portrays as belchers who wear dirty socks and rarely
shower, Brio girls express great concern about bodily containment:
How do I tell a friend she has bad breath? How can I manage my
sweaty hair after gym class? The same kinds of anxieties can be found
in the letters section of mainstream female magazines, and both kinds
of magazines function as public therapy spaces where problems erupt,
confessions and diagnoses are made, and a solution or cure is offered.
A crucial difference between secular and evangelical girls” magazines,
however, is that whereas both tend to promote certain ideas about
“proper” {odor-free, nonsweaty) femininity, the secular magazines
promote a gendered body that is only Implicitly politicized, while the
contained body promoted in Bric has more explicitly politicized, prolife
connotations. The message sent to teen girls is that God created “your”
body, loves “your” body, and lent it to you, and His will is that you fill
your borrowed flesh with progeny. Although the young female body is
urged to be chaste, once married God has designed her body to be pen-
etrated and filled.

The male teen, conversely, embodies the principle of expulsion and
impenetrable hardness. Breakaway and other Focus publications en-
deavor to construct the controlled, chaste teen male body mainly by
encouraging rigorous bodily activities besides sex. Boys maintain self-
control through sports and bodybuilding; such vigorous, structured ac-
tivity is necessary to cure or at least to stymie their lust. Inherently
more reckless, boys must exert much more self-control than girls. But
unlike girls, they are allowed to express their recklessness through
their overflowing bodies. Boys are encouraged to expel spit, vomit, and
swealt, but not semen, and Breakaway humor often centers on the very
bodily humors disavowed in Brio. One reader mail column centered on
“spew stories,” where teen boys wroie about their most embarrassing
vomiting experiences.

Breakaway boys’ earthly bodies are metaphorically clean (chaste),
yet they are literally filthy. One Breakaway cartoon shows a boy eating
junk food and explaining, “Actually, Mom, potato chips are very good
for you! The loud crunching scares away germs!”#! Since boys are as-
sumed to be insalubrious, scaring away germs is certainly in order. In-
terestingly, the dirty, spewing Breakaway boy never seems to fart; this
bovy is grotesque in carefully circumscribed ways, transgressing bound-
aries only from the waist up. The Breakaway boy exists somewhere be-
tween the “classical body—a refined, orifice-less, laminated surface”
that Brio constructs, a body whose higher stratum is emphasized while
the lower stratum is disavowed, and the vulgar “lower class”—coded
body that Laura Kipnis has described as the Hustler hard-core porn
body: “a gaseous, fluid-emitting, embarrassing body, one continually
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defying the strictures of bourgeois manners and mores and instead
governed by its lower intestinal tract—a body threatening to erupt at
any moment. Hustler’s favorite joke is someone accidentally defecating
in church.”4? The Breakaway body threatens to erupt at any moment,
but only through the nose or mouth, and certainly not in church! This
body thus violates what Kipnis, following anthropologist Mary Doug-
las, calls ““pollution’ taboos and rituals—these being a society’s set of
beliefs, rituals, and practices having to do with dirt, order, and hy-
giene,” but it only does so within circumscribed limits.#*> Both unhy-
gienic and unscatalogical, the Breakaway body can have its cake and eat
it, too, as long as the cake exits through an upper body cavity. .
Obsession with the body is considered vain in the Brio world, but
Breakaway encourages boys to build up buff physiques in order to en-
hance their masculine sel-esteem. Breakaway never explicitly states
that muscles may increase a boy’s sex appeal, and while Brio advises
girls not to unfairly arouse boys with “suggestive” clothing, Breakaway
never warns boys to hide their sweaty muscles from their horny peers.
Yet Christian sports, and bodybuilding in particular, are as erotic or
masturbatory as secular sports and bodybuilding. A Breakaway feature
on weightlifting describes a sexually charged male body that would be
unthinkable in a evangelical coed environment:

THE PUMP. It must be experienced firsthand because no sensation compares.
Your shoulders throb, your chest aches, your skin tingles. Blood pulses through
your veins like a pack of angry earthworms. Sweat streams down the rippled
bands of sheer steel you once called your belly. When you stand on your toes,
your calves threaten to pop out at the knees. You flex your biceps, and two
bowling balls appear. You look at yourself in the mirror and grunt, “Hello,
Hulk!"4+*

Although the magazine urges safety and moderation in workouts, here
it also applauds (somewhat parodically) the bulging masculine body.
Likewise, a youth group study guide on steroid use does not find body-
building problematic or vain. While advantages of a drug-free workout
include “Your steady loves your new appearance” and “You look fan-
tastic] Members of the opposite sex are keeping an eye on you,”
steroids are condemned as a “shortcut” that will make you “overly ag-
gressive” and “cocky” —in other words, out of control.*> By advocating
bodybuilding, Breakaway and other prochastity media solve the prob-
lem of how virgin boys can be “real men.” Weightlifting represents not
a “feminine” obsession with one’s looks but rather a business contract
with God whereby if you don't cheat with steroids you will gain self-
esteem through your muscles, Only through cheating will you become




Chaypter Three 106

cocky and aggressive—excessively masculine and therefore no longer
self-controlied. Paradoxically, lifting should be a diversion from sexu-
ality, yet onanistic weightlifting produces a more sexually alluring
body.

To some extent, autoerotic weightlifting is hoped to function as a
substitute for autoerotic genital activity.*® Although it would be best if
boys could avoid erections altogether, according to most evangelical
experts erections in and of themselves are not sinful, as long as they
are not accompanied by mental images of other bodies. This was the
source of the Edge TV masturbator’s agony. He could not masturbate
without fantasizing about girls. If masturbation does occur, it must not
be accompanied by lustful thoughts. Caught between a rock and a hard
place, as it were, the teen boy is basically denied guilt-Iree penile
tumescence. The weightlifter can at least increase the bulk of the rest of
his body.

Girls apparently have less to feel guilty about, since they are gener-
ally assumed to be less interested than boys in sex. A cartoon in Shel-
lenberger's Guys and a Whole Lot More illustrates a “humorous” reaction
to the female’s puberty-induced anxieties: a girl asks her pharmacist,
“Do you have an antidote to hormone poisoning?”47 Girls may be sex-
ually curious (hormonally poisoned), but girls’ books, magazines, and
videos ignore masturbation, since it is considered a boy's problem,
Needless to say, weightlifting is not an option for Christian girls want-
ing to rechannel their sexual energy into the quest for the ideal body.

CHASTE GIRLS AND EATING DISORDERS

As we have seen, evangelical media’s messages about sexuality and
teen bodies contain a number of contradictions. Sex is normal and
healthy; sex is sinful and aberrant. Rape is wrong and not the victim’s
fault; sometimes girls are to blame for rape. Male bodies are aggressive
and eruptive and so should not be sexually aroused; male bodies are
aggressive and eruptive, and this is a natural aspect of masculinity to be
encouraged. The contradictions of evangelical media offer particular
challenges to adolescent girls, I would argue, because there is less space
within evangelical culture for chaste girls to rebel against authority. To
be sure, both boys and girls are encouraged to see the commitment to
chastity as a means of rebelling against peer pressure and the prosex at-
titudes of mainstream society, but since conservative ideas about mas-
culinity and femininity remain very much in place in evangelical
culture, it may be harder for girls to see themselves as rebellious. Their
bodies cannot erupt sexually or, unlike boys, athletically, and they are
also less likely than boys to have access to the Christian hard rock, tat-
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tooing, skateboarding, and other “rebellious” activity that is increas-
ingly part of Christian youth culture.*® In other words, both boys
and girls may be instructed to control their bodies, but boys have
more opportunities to blow off steam. Girls, conversely, must remain
contained. And while Breakaway encourages boys to ravenously con-
sume—-as a carnal alternative to sex—Brio is less likely to propose that
girls stuff their faces with junk food. In other words, Brio and Break-
away assume boys and girls to have different appetites not only for sex
but also for food. As in secular culture, the ways that evangelical girls
perceive food and their bodies can have dire consequences, but are
there aspects of Christian culture that may exacerbate these conse-
quences?

Food and sensuality are certainly linked for many non-Christian
women, but for evangelicals that linkage is more likely to be morally
coded as sinful. Marie Griffith, for example, has documented the ways
that food is described as an evil temptation in Christian dieting litera-
ture directed to adult women. Christian diet books liken love for food
to idolatry and declare eating chocolate or fried foods to be sinful.
There is an obvious carnal dimension to the Christian dieter’s relation-
ship to food. One diet book author writes, “This flesh of mine is like a
hungry tiger, always ready to break out of the cage of discipline and
gobble everything in sight. And I am the one who opens the door. 49
Gwen Shamblin, who wrote several bestselling Christian diet books in
the 1990s, particularly emphasizes the sexual dimensions of food con-
sumption. Griffith argues that for Shamblin food is “a devilish lover,
tempting human beings to betray their covenant with God and enter a
lascivious relationship with food.”*° Most Christian dieting literature is
directed to white, middle-class married women with children. In fact, I
would argue that part of the reason that relationships to food and diet-
ing can be so overtly eroticized in Christian diet books is that the reader
is assumed to be an adult who engages in marital sex. To speak of the il-
licit temptations of chocolate donuts and the need to submit to a higher
authority would be a dangerous discourse if directed to chaste girls, for
it would acknowledge too overtly that teen girls have carnal desires. To
acknowledge this in an adult married woman is one thing, but to speak
of teenage girls as tempted by sin would be to go too far.

While Christian dieting literature speaks of food in illicit terms, the
opposite tact is taken in chastity advice books, which suggest food con-
sumption as a means of sublimating sexual feelings, especially for boys.
Of course, transferring desire from sex to food may be easier for the
gluttonous Breakaway boy than for the abstemious Brio girl. Appropri-
ating liberal feminist discourse, Christian books and cassettes on eating
disorders argue that secular notions of the “ideal female body” have a
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negative effect on girls’ self-esteem. At the same time, these self-help
media also tend to replicate secular culture’s tendency to see excessive
food consumption as normal for boys and abnormal for girls. One
group date described in 258 Great Dates While You Wait involves driving
1o various fast food restaurants and eating a little bit at a time until
you're full: “Stll hungry? Though the girls may not be, the guys
arel”5! A Breakaway cartoon illustrates the boy’s insatiable appetite. As
a happy cat enters the kitchen through a hinged cat door, an equally
happy boy, licking his chops, exits the refrigerator via a hinged boy-
door.??

Another cartoon in Breakaway shows a girl speaking to a boy whose
mouth is obscenely crammed full of milkshakes, pizza slices, hot dogs,
and fried chicken legs (fig. 29). It is unclear from the image whether he
is consuming or expelling his lode. The cartoon was part of a contest
where boys saw the image without the artist’s caption and competed to
come up with the best tag line. The artist’s caption, printed with the
contest winners’, interpreted the image as referencing consumption
rather than expulsion: “How much weight does Coach want you to put
on for football?” Several contest winners interpreted the cartoon as
picturing expulsion: “Biff attempts the world’s first atomic burp”; “Af-
ter hearing what goes into processed food, Hank coughed up every sin-
gle burger, hot dog, and slice of pizza he had ever eaten.” One winning
caption reads the image as representing both consumption and expul-
sion: “Suddenly, Warren was forced to admit he had an eating disor-
der.” The humor of this caption would be impossible were it not for the
assumption that boys consume excessively, but that such consumption
is not pathological. If boys really binged and purged, it would be un-
Christian to laugh at Warren. This cartoon is symptomatic of how
Breakaway approaches boys and food. While food articles in Brio focus
on baking cookies for others or making low-fat milkshakes, in Break-
away one finds articles with titles like “More Thanksgiving Maggot,
Anyone?”%* The gendered attitudes toward food expressed by these
two magazines could not be more opposite.

Of course, if one were to compare secular magazines like Vogue and
Maxim, one would also find men and women treated as opposites with
different sexual and culinary appetites. So while Brio and Breakaway
are unique in promoting chastity, their approaches to food are hardly
earth-shattering. What is interesting, then, is that by virtue of their re-
ligious focus these magazines seem to be far removed from the secular
world, but that they nonetheless strongly mirror aspects of that world.
Notwithstanding this fact, evangelical media maintain that eating dis-
orders are problems that are induced by the secular world and that can
be cured by spiritual means. Because of society’s pressure on women to
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FIG. 29 BREAKAWAY CARTOON ILLUSTRATING BOYS’ EXCESSIVE APPETITES.

have a certain kind of body, girls lack self-esteem; an improved rela-
tionship with Jesus is the key to solving this problem. By studying the
Bible, eating disordered girls will come to see their bodies as “temples
of the Holy Spirit.” Thus, according to evangelical books, magazines,
and videos, the cure for eating disorders is religious, but the causes are
pot. Evangelical youth media rarely portray girls’ eating disorders as
stemming from family pressures, an authoritarian home life, or the
tremendous pressures that being a “good Christian” can entail.

Focus on the Family offers therapeutic media addressing virtually
every difficulty of daily life, so it’s not surprising that they’ve produced
a cassette on eating disorders. On this tape, former bulimic J ackie Bar-
rille offers some insight into evangelical perceptions of eating disorders
and the female body. Barrille argues that eating disorders are primarily
a matter of taking control of one’s life. She says, “In eating huge
amounts of food I felt a release, a freedom I had never felt in my life,”
and she explains that by surrendering control to the Holy Spirit, you
won't need to binge and purge to seek control over your body.** {In-
terestingly, the same rhetoric can be used to describe both dieting and
controlling compulsive dieting. A testimonial printed on an evangeli-
cal weight loss manual reads, “Thanks to First Place, I'm controlling my
weight with a power greater than my own.”) Barrille does not address
how devout evangelicals who already have a personal relationship
with God nonetheless develop eating disorders. Might resistance (con-
scious or unconscious) to giving all control to the Lord be one of many
factors contributing to developing eating disorders in the first place? Or
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might the imperative to surrender oneself spiritually actually con-
tribute to a woman’s desire to have total control over her carthly body?

Eating disorders are a way to assert control when faced with diffi-
cult and disempowering personal and [amilial situations. The surren-
dering of control to parents that is mandated by disciplinary child
rearing, the typical evangelical parenting style, may thus play a pivotal
role in ilic development of teen anorexia and bulimia. As we saw in
discussing Dobson’s theories in chapter 1, disciplinary child rearing
demands the child submit both will and body to parents. For cxample,
anorexic Cherry Boone O"Neill, daughter of Christian singer Pat Boone,
recounts how her authoritarian parents made her feel bodily shame
when they forced her to wear children’s clothing at age twelve, even
though she had the sexually mature body of a sixteen year old. At cigh-
teen, when she resisted their directive not 10 vomit, they said she was
acting like a child and spanked her. The drive to make her submit to
parental control, a crucial principle of authoritarian child rearing,
backfired when her resistance was bound up in the development of
eating disorders. O'Neill asserted herself, but only at the expense of
herself.

O’Neill begins her autobiography, Starving for Attention, by explain-
ing how religious rituals helped her maintain her anorexic regime:

Fasting on Thanksgiving Day had really saved me . . . when I was asked why I
had not loaded up my plate like cveryone else 1 just answered with spirituai
overtones, “I'm fasting today,” and that was that! . . . my mother called from
the kitchen . . . “Daddy wanis to have Communion together before we say the
blessing, okay?” ... my mind was compuiing feverishly: crackers are about
twelve calories and I'll probably eat about one tweltth, so that's one calorie,
and .. . how many calories does a six-ounce glass of grape juice have? . . . Too
many. I'll just preiend to drink the grape juice . . . maybe I can pretend to eat
the cracker, too!®3

Religion is uncannily woven throughout this family melodrama, as
“lasting” sanctifies self-starvation, and Christ’s blood and body become
an impediment to weight loss. Boone’s eating disorders continued long
after she married and left home. Patriarchal evangelical doctrine, she
explains, demanded that she submit to her husband in the same way
she had submitted to her father, and she continued to resist such sub-
mission. Only by [inding a more liberal way to live out her faith could
Boone finally cure herself.

It would be [oolish to valorize evangelical anorexics’ resistance as a
feminist tactic or 10 hold up Boone as emblematic of all evangelicals
with eating disorders, but her story does help us to begin to think
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through what eating disorders might mean for women anFI girls_ of
strong faith. Across disciplines (medicine, psychology, feminist soc1o¥—
ogy), researchers tend to assume that eating disorders are nonreli-
gious. One exception is Michelle M. Lelwica, who argues that the
distinction between “secular” and “religious” behavior fades when one
examines how “for many girls and women, creating a siender body has
become a matter of all-pervading significance, an end whose achieve-
ment feels tantamount to ultimate salvation.”®% In other words, diet-
ing itself has much in common with religion. Lelwica even suggests
that “women’s subordination within traditional religion makes them
prime candidates for this ‘secular’ substitute [dieting].”*” I Would‘ ar-
gue, however, that dieting might function not so much as a sub.stzture
for religion but as something that could meld with a girl’s previously
existing religious belief system.

Some researchers have argued, erroneously, that anorexia can be
traced back to the fasting practices of medieval nuns and other reli-
gious women. The assumption is that eating disorders have alv.vays ex-
isted but that now they have been drained of their religious impetus
and are a result of consumer culture’s images of slender female bodies.
Historian Joan Jacobs Brumberg has quite rightly argued that tracing
eating disorders back to the tradition of medieval fasting women is
highly problematic:

To describe premodern women . . . as anorexic is to flatten differences in fe-
male experience across time and discredit the special quality of eucharistic fer-
vor and penitential asceticism as it was lived and perceived. To imsist that
medieval holy women had anorexia nervosa is, ultimately, a reductionist argu-
ment because it converts a complex human behavior into a simple biomedical
mechanism. (It certainly does not respect important differences in the route to
anorexia.) To conflate the two is to ignore the cultural context and the distinc-
tion between sainthood and patienthood.*®

Calling medieval saints anorexic certainly erases the compiexity' of
their faithful practices.>® But Brumberg’s argument against reading
modern anorexia in light of the history of fasting seems to assume that
the contemporary faster lacks spirituality. As she further argues: “From
the vantage point of the historian, anorexia nervosa appears to be a sec-
wlar addiction to a new kind of perfectionism, one that links personal
salvation to the achievement of an external body configuration rather
than an internal spiritual state.”¢®

There may be no transhistorical link between Catholic medieval
fasters and contemporary evangelical Protestants like Cherry Boone
O’Neill, but this does not mean that twentieth-century eating disorders
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must be, by their very nature, “secular addictions.” O’Neill is surely not
the only evangelical for whom eating disorders have a spiritual dimen-
sion. Some evangelical anorexics may even see ridding themselves of
the flesh as an act of spiritual purification. For example, Barille re-
counts how when one evangelical anorexic came close to dying her
soul left her body and felt weightless as it headed toward the proverbial
white light, but Jesus told her that it was not vet her time, and she re-
turned to her body. In contrast to her freed spirit, her anorexic body
seemed unbearably heavy. For her, the desire to lose her body was in-
tricately bound up in the desire to be more spiritual: less body meant
more spirit,

Of course, loss of flesh not only means less body, but also a2 tran-
scendence of sexuality through the reduction or elimination of breasts,
of menstruation, and of the wider hips that puberty brings to teens. For
both secular and religious women, eating disorders are intricately
bound up in feelings about sexuality. By not eating, a girl erases many
of the bodily changes wrought by puberty, and for the evangelical girl
under tremendous pressure to remain bodily and spiritually pure, the
desire to erase sexuality may be particularly strong. The desire to drive
out sin, to find “an antidote for hormone poisoning,” may well be a
motivating factor for some teen anorexics. After all, the strictures of
cating disorders bear a strange resemblance to those of chastity: main-
tain bodily control, subdue carnal drives, attempt to displace desire for
food/sex onto other activities. Teen consumers of therapeutic pro-
chastity books, magazines, and videos may find in cating disorders
their own cure for their sexuality.

WALKING THE STRAIGHT AND NARROW

Evangelical youth media are designed to straighten teens on already
narrow paths, directing them toward God and away from sexual activ-
ity, liberalism, New Age religion, prochoice sentiments, and other
dangerous territory. But these media are about much more than “in-
doctrination.” Evangelical culture offers community and a sense of be-
longing, and evangelical media bolster the potency of that community.

It is easy for nonevangelicals to imagine that Christian teens are op-
pressed by their faith, but we must be careful not to conceptualize teen
religious choices in the same way that much of evangelical media con-
c.eptualize teen sexuality. That is, we should not see teenagers as pas-
sive victims of religion, just as so many Christian magazines and videos
portray them as victims of their own sexually maturing bodies. Many
teens find that their faith helps them get through their difficult adoles-
cent years, while others—gay and lesbian kids in particular—find
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evangelical beliefs to be quite oppressive. What is crucial to remember
is that evangelical teens are capable of making informed decisions.
Some of these teens decide to follow in their parents’ religious foot-
steps, while others may leave the church. Nancy Tatom Ammerman
observes that “although few people who grow up as sectarians drop
out of religion entirely, at least forty percent switch to other denomi-
nations by adulthood.”®! In her year-long participant observation
study of an evangelical church, Ammerman found that many youth
“drop out of church when they are old enough to say ‘no’ to their par-
ents . . . Rather than leaving religion entirely, rnany ‘convert’ to other
denominations and become among the most committed leaders of the
same liberal churches they grew up disparaging.”®?

Gay and lesbian teens are those who are perhaps most likely to
leave conservative evangelical Christianity. While evangelical media
promise heterosexual teenagers that one day they will marry and have
great sex, gays and lesbians do not have the option of delayed gratifica-
tion. Rather, they are told that homosexuality is denounced by the
Bible. Interestingly, however, in recent years Christian youth have
shifted their approach to condemning homosexuality. If therapeutic
discourse infuses chastity media in general, it is particularly central to
media specifically addressing homosexuality, where being gay is in-
creasingly understood not as a venal sin but as a kind of addiction.
Thus, being gay is no worse than being an alcoholic. While hardly lib-
erating, this is nonetheless a conceptual shift that allows gays and les-
bians a place to exist as gays and lesbians (at an ontological level, if not
at the level of lived sexual practice) in evangelical culture.

This shift in thinking is slowly spreading throughout evangelical
culture, but why is it already so clearly in place in youth culture? I
would argue that evangelical youth are more attuned to the wider cul-
ture’s discourses of therapy, addiction, and healing than the generaiion
before them. Further, as sociologist Richard W. Flory argues, evangeli-
cal GenXers are strongly committed to “inclusiveness.”®* Thus, ma-
gazines and youth group videos contend that as long as you are
“struggling” with homosexuality, not accepting your sexual identity,
there is a place for you in Christian youth culture. Here it is strikingly
clear how the broader secular culture, in which ideas about homosex-
uality have shifted significantly over the past thirty years, has inflected
evangelical culture. While evangelical gay and lesbian teens continue
to see homosexuality as morally wrong, their approach is liberal com-
pared with the uncompromising, punitive stance of the previous gen-
eration. In chapter 4, I will turn to the gay and lesbian “rejects” of this
older generation.
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