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FOREWORD


MANY OF THE GIRLS I grew up with in my White, Midwestern, evangelical Christian church dreamed of one day becoming a pastor’s wife.

Not a pastor.

Women weren’t allowed to be pastors. Hell, women weren’t even allowed to be head usher at my church! That would require telling the other volunteer ushers what week they were scheduled, and no woman was going to tell a man what to do if my church had anything to say about it.

Having internalized these limitations, the girls I grew up with learned to dream less about being someone than about being adjacent to someone. The number 2 to his number 1. Soft, silent, sweet, and so close to the top.

But not me.

I wanted to be a missionary.

Because I knew that out there on the missions field, the gender-based rules that structured my life simply didn’t apply. Working with Black and Brown folks overseas, women like me could lead. We could teach. Sometimes, we could even preach!

Though I didn’t recognize it until years later, the logic was obvious to anyone willing to look: within my religious community, my supposed White, Western European superiority superseded my presumed gender-based inferiority.

As anecdotes such as this illustrate, nationalism, colonialism, and White supremacy are woven into the fabric of White, American evangelical Christian cultural theology, including its purity-branded teachings on gender and sexuality. And, yet, in the words of the author of the crucial book you hold in your hands, Dr. Sara Moslener, “our current historiography of sexual purity is framed within debates over gender and sexuality alone.” After Purity expands this overly simplistic version of the story—delving deeply into the intersection of White supremacy and evangelical Christian purity culture.

Over twenty years ago, before the term “purity culture” even existed, Moslener and I were both researching the topic—she on the West Coast, and I on the East Coast—though we didn’t meet until ten years later. Impressed by her first book, Virgin Nation, and eager to meet another purity culture scholar during a time in which few existed, I cold-called Moslener in 2017.

I immediately regretted not having done so sooner.

In the years that followed, Moslener became one of my most trusted colleagues. We bounced ideas off each other, planned projects together, and confided in one another when the work was hard—and it is often hard.

I went on to publish my book Pure: Inside the Evangelical Movement That Shamed a Generation of Young Women and How I Broke Free. I also launched a nonprofit that connected individuals raised in purity culture to one another and supported them in sharing their stories, and I developed a coaching practice serving purity culture survivors, among other things.

Moslener, meanwhile, coedited an anthology of essays on purity culture, cofounded the Post-Purity Healing and Recovery database with Liv Schultz, codeveloped Writing Religious Wrongs with Cait West and Dawn Burns, cochaired the Religion and Sexuality Unit of the American Academy of Religion, participated in the Luce Foundation’s Religion and Sexual Abuse Project, and much more.

You may notice a theme in the list: that recurrent “co-.” Moslener is a collaborator.

So, when she told me that she was going to write a book about race, sex, and religion—having taught about racism and discrimination in religion at Central Michigan University for over a decade and having hosted the Pure White podcast on the same topic—I knew she’d bring her signature collaborative spirit to the work. True to form, Moslener worked with womanist and Black feminist thought leaders like Dr. Monique Moultrie and Dr. Kaisha Esty, refining her thinking toward the development of a critical contribution to the field of purity culture studies.

Sexualization and its counterpart desexualization are well-worn tools of racism. In American culture, women of color are generally sexualized, and violence against them is too often justified based on malicious sexual stereotypes. Many men of color are also sexualized, such as Black men who are framed as dangerous and needing to be controlled in order to protect White women. At the same time, other men of color, such as Asian men, have been historically de-sexualized to emphasize White male superiority.

Enter into this vicious mix the so-called Pure White Woman.

Moslener takes us back to the nineteenth century, when the Victorian gender roles that so deeply inform today’s purity culture were introduced. It is then, she writes, that the historical Christian denouncement of women as little more than seductresses is complicated by the introduction of a new category: the “pure,” wealthy, White, religious woman with no interest in sex or other such frivolities.

The pure White woman’s desexualization, Moslener tells us, was designed to infer White moral superiority. In short, she was doing PR—whitewashing her husband’s and her nation’s sins, including genocide and slavery. At the same time, it gave White women the chance not to be someone powerful exactly but to be adjacent to someone powerful. As I describe it above, the number 2 to his number 1. Soft, silent, sweet, and so close to the top. Just as it does in purity culture today.

Moslener continues to steep us in history—taking us to the twentieth century, when the Pure White Woman emblem was used to separate Black from White at a time when only “free White persons” were awarded citizenship. She details the horrific lynching of countless Black men accused of raping White women, and the lies many of these women told to maintain the myth of innocence awarded to pure White womanhood. And on and on she goes, all the way to modern times, walking us through ways in which the fantasy of the Pure White Woman continues to maintain racial inequality, inequity, and injustice today.

Yet perhaps the most groundbreaking aspect of Moslener’s book is her explanation of how purity culture’s obligatory disembodiment makes all this invisible.

Moslener defines embodiment as the lived experience of the body. This includes physical sensation, the experience of movement, and emotion. But it also includes our ability to sense, feel, and be in the world. That is, to be present to this time, this place, these circumstances. Finally, it allows us to engage the ways in which our bodies situate us in society, and how that shapes our subjective sense and experience of life.

To say that these elements of embodiment are discouraged in purity culture is a vast understatement. The church teaches that this kind of body-involvement is nonspiritual, selfish, dangerous, even sinful. Disembodiment, on the other hand—which Moslener defines as “the cognitive state that devalues or dismisses the lived experience of the body”—is framed as a “sacrament” and “lauded as a virtue.”

Evangelicalism’s anti-embodiment mentality can be seen in its extreme form of abstinence-only-before-marriage messaging, its highly spiritualized diet culture, hunger fasts, faith-healings, and—as Moslener extensively illustrates in this book—its color-evasive theology, which ignores racial difference, as well racial inequity and the systems that perpetuate it.

High-control religious subcultures like White, American, evangelical Christianity thrive on congregational disembodiment, as disembodiment prevents congregants from seeing systems designed to stifle or control them and others. What’s more, it creates a state of passive dependence upon religious leadership. Taught that our bodies and perceptions are earthly at best and evil at worst, many evangelicals master the suppression of genuine bodily experience, relying on religious leaders to tell them the right thing to think, feel, and do. As a result, re-embodiment is one of the most vital projects of purity culture recovery.

Many frame recovery in two parts: deconstruction and reconstruction. In deconstruction, we notice, we evaluate and choose to accept or reject our current cognitive and behavioral habits. In reconstruction, we connect to ourselves and develop the capacity to experience and assess the world on our own terms. For many, this includes wrestling with issues of gender, sexuality, race, racism, and colonialism.

Unfortunately, most White folks come to the latter issues on this list later. I certainly did.

Due to our delay, people of color can be retraumatized within purity culture recovery spaces, which tend to be predominantly White. Though some people of color find solidarity around issues of sex and gender, too many tell me that the silence around racism and colonialism leaves them feeling more invisible and alone than when they arrived.

It is imperative for the field of purity culture studies to address the intersectionality of oppression, as well as the overwhelming Whiteness of the voices and stories that dominate our field—including those shared in my own book—and the results of that homogeneity.

In examining the relationship between purity culture and White supremacy, Moslener takes on this urgently needed task. And in doing so, she gives us the opportunity to be re-embodied in place and time—connecting us to our pasts, to our present, and to the ways in which we have shaped, and been shaped by, one another.

As you read this book, I urge you to remain connected to your body. If you were raised in purity culture, it may be difficult. That’s okay. Notice when you disengage. Pay attention to when you feel angry, defensive, or sad. Notice the guilt, if it arises, and when it turns into shame. Observe when your heart rate increases or you start to have intrusive thoughts. And when you need it, tend to your body. Take a break. Place a supportive hand on the part of you that is reacting strongly. Or hop on the highway and scream.

But stay with it. Feel it. Be in the discomfort, if only for a moment, before you let it go.

This is the way forward.

—LINDA KAY KLEIN






INTRODUCTION


PURE IN AMERICA

FOR AN EVANGELICAL TEENAGER in the late 1980s, a school trip to Washington, DC, was not so much a field trip to study the democratic process through its museums, memorials, and archives as it was an effort to reclaim America for God. With a busload of classmates from my Christian school, I traveled to the US capital every January 22 to protest the forces that allowed women to prioritize their own well-being over that of their unborn children. The March for Life, of the national pro-life movement, allowed me to flex the muscles of my newly budding Christian womanhood. I was enthralled by the opportunity to be part of something big and important, and attending the march effectively diverted my attention away from the larger, more complicated questions my teenage brain had not yet had the opportunity to consider.

In those years I stood on the lawn of the National Mall, straining to hear political and religious leaders decry the moral failings of a nation, getting high on my own self-righteousness. I was fourteen when I first attended the March for Life. I knew nothing about the dilemmas faced by women who consider and select abortion. But I did know, without a doubt, that as a Christian my way of living and believing was best, not just for me but for everyone. No doubt there were varying degrees of commitment to the cause on those school trips, but I was all in.

By my senior year in college, I had already started dismantling the religious lessons of my youth. When I was hired to work at a local church event, I learned just how much was already falling away. The event was sponsored by an organization I had never heard of, True Love Waits, and was held at the kind of church that required its own technical support staff, leaving me free to observe and reflect on my own evangelical adolescence. The purpose of this event was to encourage young people to take a pledge for sexual abstinence, but it also had an explicitly pro-life message. Anti-abortion activist Gianna Jessen presented her testimony in which she described her mother’s experience as a pregnant adolescent who attempted to abort her child. The abortion failed, according to the testimony, and the child was rescued by a nurse at the hospital. This child, the evening’s speaker, was now an adult with a slight physical disability who used her early childhood experience to warn contemporary adolescents about the dire consequences and complexities of premarital sex. Afterward, Jessen invited the audience of junior high school students to come forward to sign the True Love Waits pledge, crafted by youth ministers in the Southern Baptist Convention (SBC), a Christian denomination.

In the 1980s, the SBC began developing a sexual education program when conservative evangelicals lost trust in Surgeon General C. Everett Koop, who declined to promote abstinence-only education. Koop encouraged evangelical and other conservative churches to design their own sexual education programs shaped by their religious teachings, but for public educational purposes Koop remained an advocate of comprehensive sex education. Increasingly on the defensive, SBC leaders disparaged gay men and their allies who struggled to raise awareness about HIV/AIDS. Most famously the Reverend Jerry Falwell used the crisis to preach polemics against a so-called gay lifestyle, calling AIDS God’s punishment for the sin of homosexuality.1 In 1987 the first panels of the AIDS Memorial Quilt were displayed on the lawn of the National Mall, each panel dedicated to a victim of the virus.

The SBC continued its anti-gay agenda into the 1990s, when it issued a warning shot in the quickly escalating culture wars and what it perceived to be an assault on their religious freedom. Their target was the American Broadcasting Corporation and its parent company, Disney, whom conservative evangelicals accused of defiling the sacred institution of the family by hosting same-sex family days at its theme park. When Ellen DeGeneres came out as gay on her ABC sitcom in 1997, the SBC had had enough and threatened a boycott of the network that proved the largest evangelical organization in the US was well-equipped for a confrontation with Disney.

At the same time, Richard Ross was a youth minister at Tulip Grove Baptist Church in Old Hickory, Tennessee. Heeding the call from C. Everett Koop, Ross designed a youth group curriculum teaching abstinence-only education, one that was attached to ambitions for national transformation. Ross, now a professor of youth ministers at Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary, recently reminisced with Scott McDowell, the son of Josh McDowell, an early advocate of sexual purity. Following his father, McDowell celebrated Ross’s work and asked about its early days.2 Ross described how members of his youth group in early 1992 noted the increased presence and support for LGBTQ youth who were coming out. So he gave them a charge: “Well, why don’t you come out of the closet?” Two years later, True Love Waits hit the national scene with an immense display of over two hundred thousand signed purity pledge cards deposited on the lawn of the National Mall. Printed on each card was the True Love Waits pledge:


Believing that True Love Waits, I make a commitment to God, myself, my family, my friends, my future mate, and my future children to be sexually abstinent from this day until the day I enter biblical marriage relationship.3



Media coverage was extensive. The Washington Post declared a “new chapter in the sexual revolution,” and the New York Times quoted teenage pledgers encouraging virgins to “come out of the closet.”4 It was nothing less than a phenomenon, as young people signed cards and sent them to be counted and displayed in the Georgia Dome, on the Golden Gate Bridge, and SBC convention meetings. Even Disney joined in, promoting their young stars as exemplars of sexual abstinence. Britney Spears, the Jonas Brothers, Miley Cyrus, and countless other young artists who began their careers with Disney sported and spoke about the rings they wore to signify sexual purity. By the early 2000s, purity rings and public declarations of abstinence before marriage were a regular feature of American youth culture.5

In her book Sex and the Soul: Juggling Spirituality, Sexuality, Romance, and Religion on America’s College Campuses, Donna Freitas coined the term evangelical purity culture to describe the unique set of dynamics she observed at evangelical colleges.6 Steeped in romantic mythologies and the rhetoric of sexual danger, evangelical purity culture identified not just a movement but also a cultural shift that positioned evangelical teenagers and their sexual decision-making squarely within evangelical political ambitions. Decades later, many of those former adolescents are also former evangelicals, having left the faith tradition of their youth, recognizing how their youthful desires for love and security were exploited by the political ambitions of church leaders.

For many years I have dedicated my work to listening to stories about the problems caused by evangelical purity culture. In 2019, I conceived of the After Purity Project to formalize this work. I’ve listened to people talk about their experiences growing up evangelical and the problems that persist with navigating early lessons of sexual fear and with trusting religious authority after the need for approval turned abusive. Each and every story was familiar to me. I was open with my research participants, noting that I, too, had been shaped by these same forces. Even as an academic who has studied purity culture for almost twenty years, I continue to struggle with its aftermath, searching for habits of meaning-making that are not in conflict with my lived and embodied experiences.

In her book Against Purity: Living Ethically in Compromised Times, social and political theorist Alexis Shotwell interrogates this desire for purity, pointing toward the ways that human beings are already and always have been implicated and contaminated by the pollutants we seek to protect ourselves from. Efforts to seek and obtain purity, Shotwell explains, deny the ways we are formed in connection to one another and to our pasts, cultivating illusions of individual and collective innocence. Among White people, cultivating purity and innocence creates a dilemma of disembodiment where “ignorance, repression, and active disavowal” encourage practices of historical amnesia.7 Myths of innocence cannot withstand historical truth-telling.

The problem with purity isn’t about the desire to be good or feel safe. The problem with purity is that it creates the illusion that you must be good in order to be deserving of love and security. In order to preserve this illusion we have learned to perpetrate a number of falsehoods about ourselves, our sexualities, our gender conditioning, our racial identities, and our collective histories. We’ve learned to distort truth and market a false optimism invested in myths of our own innocence.

When a crisis of purity erupts, around adolescent sexuality or national identity, innocence demands a return to something that signals a presumed source of truth, virtue, and safety, doubling down on the illusion that the status quo offers just that. Among former evangelicals raised to embody the virtue of sexual purity, resisting the privileges ascribed to White, Christian citizenship requires dismantling many of the myths used to preserve the beliefs that the USA is once and always destined for greatness. Since 2016 and the first election of Donald Trump, many White evangelicals have come to realize that greatness is often far from goodness. What was already a slow exodus has since become a thunderous retreat from Christian denominations and churches that had grown used to their religious claims engendering political influence. For the people departing these institutions this often means separation from or conflict with families, close-knit communities, and belief systems that are invested in and tangibly benefit from the tenets of White Christian nationalism. For those who leave, it has meant recognizing how theological orthodoxy among White Christians is born of the same tree that produces the strange fruit of racial and sexual violence.

Since the early 1990s, evangelical adolescents have been recruited into the myth-making of Christian America, to live as exemplars for a nation and for its churches unable to reckon with the fact of human bodies. Christian purity campaigns were designed to promote the myth of national innocence. By positioning sexually pure teenagers as emblems of national prosperity and security, organizations like the Southern Baptist Convention have demonstrated a continued investment in national myths that exonerate us from our collective past. Seeking purity, evangelical leaders and their political allies have taught White youth to believe their innocence is a projection of our nation’s past. Historical white-washing is the common term, where histories of genocide, slavery, and other immoral acts perpetrated by European settler-colonists are transformed into spiritualized myths that celebrate God’s sovereignty and blessing upon the creation of a new nation-state.

Long before adolescence became a category of human development and a site of civilizational promise, nation-building projects of the nineteenth century regarded White women as progenitors of national greatness. Reversing almost two centuries of Christian theology that regarded women as morally, spiritually, and physically inferior, nineteenth-century gender ideologies popularized among American Protestants constructed a White racial ideal bound up with the reproductive and alleged civilizing capacity of “true” womanhood. Efforts toward White women’s full political enfranchisement benefited from this shift, with prominent women leaning heavily on their own presumed virtues to argue for increased political enfranchisement. Often, these arguments were made at the expense of people of color, whose humanity was further devalued as White women’s representational status increased. In my book Virgin Nation: Sexual Purity and American Adolescence, I argue that sexual purity as practice and rhetoric has been utilized by White Protestant evangelicals to secure and maintain their own political dominance. As such, sexual purity has been a tool for building a White, Christian America, with White womanhood serving as both beacon and boundary for its creation.

In the nineteenth century, White Protestants established a nationalistic narrative asserting that the fate of the United States as a geopolitical and economic power rested on the iconic symbolism of White women’s ability to birth and nurture a great civilization. A particularly telling embodiment is portrayed in John Gast’s allegorical 1872 painting American Progress, in which national growth and vitality is embodied by White womanhood. Created for a travel brochure advertising the American West, Gast’s painting depicts a White woman, the allegorical Columbia, holding a schoolbook and laying telegraph wire as she floats westward in attire that could be seen as either angelic or neoclassical. The sky ahead of her is dark and cloudy, and the group of Indigenous people and untamed animals are forced to cower in her blinding presence. Behind her, the clear horizon illuminates an eastern coastline bustling with commerce, while beneath her, enlightened by her presence, are White men with domesticated animals ready to plow the land and reap its harvest.

Gast’s American Progress would become synonymous with the doctrine of Manifest Destiny, an ideology purporting that White settlers were entitled to land expansion without regard for the bodies of the inhabitants already present. Manifest Destiny extolled a sexually pure White womanhood that obscured numerous forms of racialized violence perpetuated against enslaved Africans, Indigenous peoples, and other non-Europeans and non-Christians. The mythic innocence of White womanhood functioned as a nationalistic trope that White women could and did choose to embrace for the benefit of their sex, their race, and their nation. Of course, this protected status could only be maintained by excluding non-White women from this symbolic position.

In After Purity, I investigate the myths that perpetuate illusions of innocence about bodies, White racial identity, and national greatness. Each of these necessitate the practice of disembodiment, a cognitive state that devalues or dismisses the lived experience of the body and how our bodies situate us within systems of privilege and oppression. For people who grew up in and out of purity culture, this has meant struggling to accept and learn from sexual and other bodily desires. It has meant extended periods of recovery from gender-based and sexual violence. For White people, it has meant being socialized into color-evasive ideologies about race and then struggling to understand or even disdaining claims about the systemic nature of racial inequality. In both cases, ignoring the body is mistakenly lauded as a virtue. Denying the sexual prompts of one’s body has often been a sign of holiness in the Christian faith tradition. Likewise, claiming to “not see race” is presumed to be a virtuous stance regarding racial difference. In both cases these disembodied practices perform significant violence, as erasure of bodies and their needs means developing cognitive habits that refuse to see harm if it conflicts with our established innocence myths.

I began this book as an interview study, the After Purity Project. Using social media, I advertised for research participants willing to share their experiences of growing up and out of purity culture. I began cultivating an online presence as the After Purity Project and discovered a robust community of people already building networks based on shared experiences within White evangelicalism. Today there are numerous projects, academic and autobiographical, seeking to make sense of an era when White evangelical ascendancy excited many young people and helped us feel important and loved. The ensuing crush of these illusions was a frequent theme of my interviews. Finding people to share their stories required little effort. In part because of social media but also because of the collective need of former evangelicals to make sense out of their own spiritual, racial, and gender formation. Their stories are the foundation of this book. Their stories are the reason why I am able to include parts of my own. I did not make this decision lightly or quickly. But when I realized that disembodiment was a major theme of my interviews, I knew that I could not rely on the traditional academic voice of the invisible expert.

In this book, I include my own stories alongside those of my research participants because one goal of this project is to situate our adolescent experiences within broader histories of the denominations and political movements that shape us. Referencing my own experiences helps illuminate the ways that our gender, sexual, and racial identities were informed by forces beyond our comprehension. Despite our national insistence on individualism, we need to understand how our ability to make meaning is controlled by a set of collective myths. After Purity is a book about these myths, in which you will see me demythologize my White, evangelical childhood and adolescence. I hope it helps you do the same.

The stories of the sixty-five people I interviewed illuminate a great deal about our collective need for safety and innocence when situated within broader histories of evangelical Christianity and US political life. The immediate context for these stories comprises the two major reckonings around race and sexuality that have recently cracked the illusions of our national myths: the MeToo movement and Black Lives Matter. MeToo revealed how widespread the problems of sexual exploitation, gender-based violence, and sexual assault remain within every US institution. It split open cracks in our religious institutions to reveal how deeply invested evangelical Protestants are in protecting the veracity of their own theological claims—including the work of the Southern Baptist Convention, the same institution that has led the evangelical purity movement since the early 1990s, which denies and dismisses survivors’ claims of sexual assault within its own churches.

Black Lives Matter surged from national to international prominence as the crisis of police brutality created new demands for accountability around histories of racism and White supremacy in the nation. Among religious and political conservatives, resistance to accountability around both of these topics was framed as an issue of child protection and parental rights: currently eighteen states have laws based in the fear that children are being corrupted by how public schools teach US history and human sexuality. As for the Southern Baptists in particular, conversations about racism and White supremacy are regarded much like the claims of survivors of sexual assault demanding accountability. They are perceived as divisive and demonic threats, incompatible with “biblical” teachings.

The first three chapters of this book begin the demythologizing work the After Purity Project is dedicated to. Participants’ stories and meaning-making work launch this inquiry in chapter 1 by detailing the impacts of romantic mythologies and body-denying theologies of evangelical purity culture. Among these are stories of abuse within White evangelical families and institutions, which are the focus of chapter 2. For many years I saw little indication of the extent to which purity culture created an abusive climate within White evangelical communities. I was certainly able to point to harmful teachings rooted in gender stereotypes and sexual fear, but the impact of those teachings was never clear to me, with many women claiming to thrive in their conservative communities. Over the last few years this has shifted dramatically as survivors of sexual assault and gender-based violence have come forward in droves, revealing how purity teachings were enforced in response to accusations of sexual misconduct, experiences that have left survivors and their advocates reeling with disillusionment and anger.

Every participant in the After Purity Project is a former evangelical, having left their churches for other churches or faith traditions. During my interviews, I asked each person, “How would you describe your current spiritual or religious commitment?” The varieties and combinations of the answers I received are the focus of chapter 3. Each demonstrates
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