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PRAISE FOR “Mom, sex is NO big deal!”




“I love talking to audiences of any size about God’s plan for sexual joy. But when I talked with my son and two daughters about sexuality, I was stone cold terrified. Sharon Hersh has written the definitive book on how to engage our children on issues we know are so fundamental to their well-being and yet unnerve us to discuss with candor and clarity. Sharon is real, profoundly wise, and doesn’t swerve from the heart of Jesus as she invites us to consider our own sexual redemption as the better doorway to inviting our children to more than mere morality—to the glories of our God, who longs for relationship with us.”

—DAN B. ALLENDER PHD, president of Mars Hill Graduate School and author of The Wounded Heart, To Be Told,andHow ChildrenRaise Parents




“In a world where our children and teens are encouraged to believe in boundary-less sexual practice and expression, we must develop strategies for leading them to the fulfilling knowledge of a biblical sexual ethic. Sharon Hersh’s “Mom, sex is NO big deal!” is a practical tool that equips both moms and dads to understand present cultural realities and apply God’s Word to those realities in ways that will help our daughters see, live, and experience God’s wonderful gift of sexuality to its fullest. Thanks, Sharon, for another wonderful resource!”

—DR. WALT MUELLER, president of Center for Parent/Youth Understanding and author of Understanding Today’s Youth Culture and Engaging the Soul of Youth Culture




“Sex is a BIG deal in today’s culture. Yet as parents, most of us feel woefully inadequate in talking with—not at—our daughters. This book will show you how to listen while providing you with exactly what to say in a variety of situations.”

—SUSAN ALEXANDER YATES, speaker and author of several books, including And Then I Had Teenagers: Encouragement for Parents of Teens and Preteens




“Sharon Hersh is true to fabulous form in this book for moms. Thorough, honest, and realistic, “Mom, sex is NO big deal!” is a must-read for anyone raising a daughter. Right after giving birth isn’t too early to pick it up!”

—NANCY RUE, best-selling author of the Lily, Sophie, and ‘Nama Beach High series for girls
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To all girls and moms who wish someday their prince will come.
May they know that He already has.
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FOREWORD

How different my life would have been if a book like this had been available to my mother when I was a teen. Chances are good that if you’re reading this, you know that sex is indeed a big deal, such a big deal that it affects much of who we are and how we live.

I can still recall the exact thoughts going through my mind the night before I had sex for the first time. Are you really ready to do this, Shannon? What if it hurts? What if he tells? All of these concerns seemed to be risks I was willing to take. I was only fourteen, and the guy who was rocking my world at the time was a handsome eighteen-year-old football player I’d just met the week before.

There had been no talk of us dating. He made no promises. He’d never even said, “I love you.” There had just been a lot of flirting and sexual innuendos as we swam together at an apartment pool. I was blown away when he asked if we could spend some time alone together the next day. Wow, I thought, he’s a senior and I’m a freshman, and he’s interested in me!

I allowed that boy to visit me the next day, but I decided at the last minute that I wasn’t ready for sex. However, he was, and he was much bigger and stronger than I was. I froze out of fear, and I silently and passively allowed the most precious gift I could ever give to a man to be stolen from me by a boy who probably didn’t even know my last name. I told myself that it was no big deal that my virginity was stolen. I never shed a tear, and I never told anyone.

For the following five years, I blindly drifted from one sexual relationship to another, feeling as if sex was the price I had to pay to get the attention and affection I so desperately craved. I tried to keep my double life a secret from most everyone, especially my parents.

Maybe you are thinking that I wasn’t very smart or that I came from a broken home or that I wasn’t a Christian at the time. The opposite is true. I was an honor student growing up in a two-parent home and serving as the president of my youth group. My parents would testify that no matter how hard you try to raise responsible children, not even good Christian girls are exempt from these kinds of sexual temptations and experiences—not even your daughter.

More than two decades later, if anything has changed for teenage girls, it’s that the battle they must fight for sexual purity has grown even more intense, especially with the invention of the Internet. When we were growing up, pornography was in brown paper wrappers behind the convenience store clerks counter. Today millions of pornographic images can be ushered into your daughter’s mind simply with the click of her mouse. Gone are the days when we could assume that pornography and sexual temptation were “men’s issues.”

As the author of Every Young Woman’s Battle and a teacher on the Teen Mania Ministries’ campus, I hear from thousands of girls each year who have bought into the lie the world tries to feed us: that sex isn’t a big deal at all. There is a terrible gnawing in their spirits that sex is perhaps a much bigger deal than they ever imagined, or else their regrets, guilt, fears, and emotional pain wouldn’t feel so crippling. I can see it in the face of every young woman who dares to look me in the eye when she confesses her sexual misdeeds. It’s as if she’s crying out, “Why didn’t anyone tell me that my heart would ache so badly?”

Looking back to my teen years, I never confided in my mother about my sexual and emotional struggles because I simply didn’t feel I could. She seemed to live in her world and I lived in mine, and the gap between those two worlds seemed too wide to be bridged. I wouldn’t wish that feeling of isolation on any teenager, or on any parent. That’s why I’m so excited about this book. Sharon helps you understand your daughter’s world, how your world appears to her, and how you can build a bridge to connect the two of you so that you can help her make the healthiest sexual choices possible.

It’s never too late to begin living as a woman of sexual and emotional integrity. Even if your daughter has crossed many sexual boundaries already, there is hope that with the guidance and unconditional love of a true ally, she can experience the healing and wholeness that only one Lover—Jesus Christ—can offer us.

And who is the best person to teach her how a woman can look for love in all the right places instead of settling for a cheap, destructive imitation? Yep. It’s you, Mom! You are the woman!

—SHANNON ETHRIDGE
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Introduction
You’re on Holy Ground


Teenagers are less likely to start having sex when their mothers are involved
in their lives [and] have a close relationship with them.

—2002 National Longitudinal Survey on Adolescent Health
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Remind me, Mom,” my seventeen-year-old daughter pleaded. “Remind me why I want to wait to have sex.” Kristin sounded tired. We were on our way to a local church to participate in a mother-daughter forum for middle-school girls and their moms. We were brainstorming together about some of the possible questions the girls and their moms might ask. When I suggested that they might want to talk about boys, dating, and sex, Kristin sighed and asked me to remind her of her reasons for waiting to have sex.

I knew that her request was really a code—a question that reminded both of us of hundreds of conversations we’d had about sex; a question that revealed all we have come to believe about the symbolism and sacredness of sex; a question that flies in the face of a cultural mandate about girls and sex; and a question that opens the door to answers about so much more than just sex.

I also knew why Kristin sounded so tired. She was just a few months from graduating from high school, and the pressure was on to have sex with her boyfriend of six months. The pressure didn’t come only in the relationship with her boyfriend. It came from her close girlfriends—all of whom had already had sex. Now before you make judgments about Kristin’s friends, you should know that they are nice girls—cheerleaders, athletes, honor students, Christians. And her boyfriend is a wonderful young man—from a strong religious home. My daughter’s peers are not so different from the teenagers who crowd the hallways in most highschools.

Consider the following statistics on teenage sexual activity:1


	The 2002 National Survey of Family Growth reported that of girls and boys between the ages of fifteen and seventeen, 39 percent of girls and 36 percent of boys engaged in sexual intercourse. That percentage increased to 45 percent for both boys and girls between the ages of fifteen and nineteen.2


	In 2002, 58 percent of teenage girls reported having sex by age eighteen and 70 percent reported having sex by age nineteen.3


	Between 1988 and 1995, the number of girls having sex before age fourteen doubled from 4 percent to 8 percent of the survey population. Although the percentage dropped slightly between 1995 and 2002—from 8 percent to just under 6 percent—this remains a matter of significant concern.4


	In 2002, the biggest percentage jump in sexual activity among teenage girls occurred between the ages of sixteen and seventeen. By age sixteen, almost 27 percent of girls reported having lost their virginity compared with 43 percent by age seventeen.5


	Eighty-eight percent of teens who take an abstinence pledge break it. Of teenage girls who took an abstinence pledge, 25 percent had sex by age sixteen and 50 percent had sex by age eighteen.6




These are just a few of the statistics about teenage girls and sex. These statistics are overwhelming—detailing for us teen sexual practices, teen sexual diseases, teen pregnancies, and the often-resulting teen depression and teen suicide. All of these subjects make us want to throw our hands up in despair because they should not describe our teenagers.

Some researchers suggest that these statistics are not reflected among Christian teens. Abstinence-only advocates are quick to point out that there is a downward trend in sexual intercourse, at least for teenage boys. According to the 2002 National Survey of Family Growth, more than one-third (37 percent) of the older teenage girls who said they were virgins cited faith and high moral standards as the reasons they abstained from sex.7 I’m grateful for any good news that we can find in this arena. However, hundreds of conversations with teenage girls in my office suggest that teens from religious homes don’t always tell the truth on sex surveys, and that even when they do tell the truth, parents don’t always hear what they are saying. In my experience, most adolescent girls I see disclose to me that they have engaged in sexual activity. But when I ask parents what they know about their daughter’s sexual experience, they most often respond, “We’re sure she’s never done more than kiss a boy, if that.” And then, with a flicker of panic in their eyes, they say, “Why are you asking?”

Even if our daughters do make firm and faith-based decisions about sex, we cannot discount the world’s influence on them and the toll it takes on their resolve. Their friends have compelling reasons for engaging in sexual activity—they believe that they are in love; it’s fun and it feels goods; it makes them feel grown up and independent; it provides them with a sense of emotional and relational connection; and it really does seem like the “normal” thing to do. The culture of teen sex underscores what our daughters are up against.


	A 2005 Kaiser Family Foundation report states that 70 percent of the toptwenty TV programs that teens watch contain at least some sexual content, with 45 percent of them showing sexual behavior of some kind. Of those programs with sexual behavior, 8 percent showed intercourse behaviors.8


	In 1999, “42% of songs on the top 10 CDs…contained sexualcontent; 19% included direct descriptions of sexual intercourse.”9


	There are an average of ninety-three sexually explicit scenes per hour inmusic videos.10


	According to a 1988 report, each year American teens view approximately fourteen thousand sexual references in the media.11 Although this statistic is more than fifteen years old, it is staggering to imagine how many sexual references today’s teenagers view in their completely media-saturated world.


	Thirteen-to fifteen-year-olds say that television, movies, magazines, and music are their primary sources of information about sex.12


	A national NBC/People magazine survey conducted in conjunction with the Katie Couric special “The 411: Teens and Sex,” reported that half of the teens surveyed said they received “a lot” or “some” information about sex from friends and media sources, such as movies and television.13




If you walk through the hallways of your daughter’s school, you will see firsthand how all these statistics intersect with real teenagers in their real lives. Take clothing, for example. Teenage girls wear tight shirts that reveal their belly-button rings and low-riding jeans that reveal their thong underwear. Boys wear T-shirts with sexually suggestive tag lines, such as “Knotty by Nature.” Then there’s the language. Both boys and girls call out sexually graphic teasers about “hooking up with” and “getting on” each other. And now you know the statistical reality: approximately 50 percent of these teenagers will engage in sexual activity this year.14 Parents who watch their daughter drive off to a social event or get into a car with a boy to go to a party have to wonder whether this predicted sexual activity will take place this weekend. And even if a teenager doesn’t engage in sexual activity, she is still subject to a profane culture that makes sex casual at best and meaningless at worst.

When you walk through the hallways where your daughter spends time and makes powerful connections with her peers, you may want to take out your disinfectant, wear a blindfold, or put in earplugs. May I suggest instead that you take off your shoes, because you are on holy ground. It is in the midst of this simultaneously sexually advanced and sexually ignorant culture that you have an unparalleled opportunity to connect with your daughter not only about sex but also about her body, her self-esteem, her relationships, and the deepest longings of her heart.

I was challenged yet again to address the beauty and complexity of God’s design in my daughter and myself when Kristin asked me to remind her of why she’s choosing not to engage in sexual activity, even though many of her peers are not making the same choice and her culture bombards her daily with evidence that suggests she is a “freak.” I didn’t always view the subject of teen sex and questions about oral sex, masturbation, contraceptives, and french kissing so positively or passionately.

A few years earlier I had come face to face with my own cowardice and ignorance when my daughter and I were sitting in our pajamas flipping through magazines. In my book “Mom, I feel fat!” I wrote about using the culture to connect with our daughters about body image and self-esteem. My daughter and I often used teen magazines to talk about teen issues. Kristin was looking at an issue of Seventeen magazine. One article caught my attention: “The Sex Questions You Can’t Ask Anyone Else…Answered.” I started reading over Kristin’s shoulder and discovered that nameless, faceless editors were educating my daughter about eight ways to tell if a boy is your soul mate, how to hide a hickey, and techniques for becoming a good kisser. I wanted to grab that magazine and tear every page to tiny pieces. How dare Seventeen magazine teach my daughter about love, kissing, and sex in such sophisticated, conspiratorial tones?

Yet I knew that even if I banned Kristin from reading Seventeen magazine and cut the cord on the television, she would still be in a world of peers who were being influenced by these shiny, glamorous, seductive messages about sex. And what had I done? We had had “the talk” when Kristin was twelve years old. Oh, there had been small conversations leading up to the big talk about the wonders and mysteries of the human body. We talked about menstruation, but I never mentioned masturbation. We talked about ovaries, but not oral sex. We talked about procreation, but never french kissing.

Seventeen magazine brought me face to face with my own ignorance about my daughter’s world and with my own meager offerings about the subjects that she and her friends thought about and talked about all the time. It struck me that the culture gives one message about sex: it’s a big deal to think and talk about, but engaging in it is no big deal. I had given my daughter quite a different message: it’s not a big deal to think and talk about, but engaging in it is a big deal.

Everything was completely mixed up!

I know that I am not unlike many well-meaning parents. We hold up sexual purity to our daughters as if it is the biggest goal of the adolescent years—the pinnacle of achievement. But we are really limited in talking about why and how it is important and how to reach this goal. As a result, our daughters don’t talk to us about their questions and doubts. How can they question this ideal without feeling as if they are bad? And they certainly don’t talk to us about their experiences—whether it’s a heart that beats faster at the sight of a certain boy, a first kiss, or further sexual activity—because that would mean that they are really bad. Oftenwe cripple our children if we only give them rules but neglect to equip them to handle their feelings, to think for themselves, or to be filled with awe and wonder at their amazing design. Most of us don’t have a vision for how the subject of sex can become a means to romance our daughters’ hearts to a more intimate relationship with us and with God.

As my daughter and I sat sipping hot cocoa and looking through magazines, I became acutely aware that I had not offered her much of a choice. Her culture was holding up sexual activity as the pinnacle of real living, and television, music, and movies are brilliant in portraying why and how. “Just say no and wait for sex, and one day you’ll understand it all” was not a powerful enough incentive for Kristin to hold on to her values when she wasn’t entirely sure why she held them or whether the “sacrifices” she was making were worthwhile. Why not just give in, be like everyone else who is hip and cool and having fun, and experience life and love! Which would you choose?

This book is a crash course in how to talk with our daughters about sex. We moms don’t need to become disgusted, judgmental, hysterical, or afraid to protect our daughters from the sexual traps of the day. Rather, we need to become informed (more informed than our daughters!) about the realities of today’s adolescent world, compassionate toward teens who are looking for love in all the wrong places, and passionate about sex as a means of understanding far more than hormonal realities (although those are important). Once we understand the true purpose of sex, we will gain a better understanding of our sacred selves and the Sacred One who designed us as sexual beings.

In no other arena of life has the Enemy of our souls been more powerful. Sexual abuse, assault, disease, and confusion reign. Why did the one who prowls about seeking to devour15 choose sex as the ground on which to wage all-out war? Why not academics, physical health, or even religious life? The apostle Paul provides an answer that today’s culture has missed entirely: “There’s more to sex than mere skin on skin…. There is a sense in which sexual sins are different from all others. In sexual sin we violate the sacredness of our own bodies, these bodies that were made for God-given and God-modeled love.”16

Part 1 of this book will give you tools for understanding your daughter’s world and using her questions about her body and her experiences with her peers to lead her to understand her awesome design (body, soul, and spirit) and the symbolism and sacredness of sex. You will also have an opportunity to courageously look at your own sexual history and understand how it has formed what you believe about yourself and sex. As you combine your own story with an understanding of the body, soul, and spirit connection to sex, you will become a powerful ally for your daughter, offering far more than a superficial skin-on-skin understanding of sex.

In Part 2, “Building a Bridge Between Your Worlds,” we will tackle tough topics like masturbation, oral sex, and the morning-after pill. We will also talk about palm-sweating, heart-racing, and skin-tingling romance, kissing, and flirting. Throughout the book you will find interactive Just for You and Just for the Two of You sections that include questions and exercises to help you fully formulate your own convictions about sex so that you can become your daughter’s ally as she forms her own convictions. You will discover that the conversations you and your daughter have as you work through these exercises will help you form a relationship with your daughter that even the most heartbreaking struggles or glitzy media cannot shake.

The questions some of you have about your daughter and sex come from heartache and confusion. Perhaps your daughter has already engaged in sexual intercourse, has a sexually transmitted disease, has been through the agony of date rape, or is questioning her sexual orientation. Part 3, “Conquering Roadblocks to Relationships,” will help you discover or rediscover the promise of the gospel—that God can redeem anything and that sexual sin or hurt cannot diminish or destroy the hope He offers. You will discover that unthinkable struggles become the most profound context in which to invite your daughter into an unshakable relationship with you and with God.

Since that moment when Seventeen magazine brought me face to face with the truth about my mothering, I have spent countless hours with my own daughter as well as hundreds of other teenage girls talking about the amazing design of the female body, God’s delight in creating us for pleasure, the fun of flirting, the promise of romance, and the heart’s deep longing for connection. We have talked about the symbolism of sex—an outward act representing an inward reality—that makes it sacred. We’ve watched movies, listened to music, and scanned advertisements, looking for both the truth and lies about sex. I’ve confronted my own past and dreamed with girls about their futures. I now know—heart and soul—that I have far more help to offer my daughter about sex than all the editors of all the teen magazines combined. And so do you.

Of course, I also know some heartbreaking stories and staggering statistics about teens and sex. When a girl shows up in my office after being date raped or after performing oral sex on a boy and then discovering that it was demeaning and meaningless, I am sometimes tempted to conclude that the Enemy has won. But then I remember that night in the car when my tired teenage daughter asked me, “Remind me, Mom. Remind me why I want to wait to have sex.”

Hand-in-hand mothering is a way of parenting that uses the sometimes overwhelming daily struggles that our daughters face to connect with them in powerful, life-changing ways. We become our daughters’ allies. An ally is one who knows the enemy, understands the battle, and is always ready to lend a hand. This book will help you be the most effective and powerful ally your daughter can have as she grapples with her questions about sex.

As mothers we probably won’t overthrow today’s deceptive and destructive sexual culture. In fact, we may not make the slightest impact on the culture. But we can have a profound impact on our daughters. One on one—in powerful mother-daughter alliances—we can remind girls that sex is a big deal because they are a big deal. They were created—body, soul, and spirit—to experience relationships that honor the way they were designed, enliven their passions, and strengthen their connections to others and to God.

“Remind me, Mom. Remind me why I want to wait to have sex,” my daughter asked.

I responded with fierce purpose and passion, praying like crazy that my answer would revive Kristin’s heart: “Because, my dear daughter, you want more.”





Part 1
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Understanding Your Worlds


A woman’s heroic journey always begins in partnership with her mother, the woman from whom she takes the imprint of what it means to be a woman.

—CHRSTIANE NORTHRUP, Mother-Daughter Wisdom






Chapter 1
Sex and Your Daughter


Afterward, they stood on the balcony as the sun broke through the mist that had shrouded the castle for so long. The sun shone on the beautiful Belle and her handsome prince, whose love had finally broken the spell.

—From the Walt Disney book Beauty and the Beast
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I thought I loved him and he loved me.” A flicker of pain flitted across my fifteen-year-old client’s face. “We met at the mall,” Morgan began her story of teenage romance. I suspected how this story was going to end but focused on Morgan’s retelling of her experience.

“I was hanging out with my friends, and we ran into these guys at the mall. I thought one of them was really hot, so when he asked for my number, I gave it to him. I couldn’t believe it when he called me. He was sixteen, and I was only thirteen.”

Already my heart was racing. I felt like I do when I’m watching a frustrating horror movie, and I want to shout to the main character, “Don’t you see what’s happening? He’s going to trap you, murder you, cut you up into pieces, and hide you in the freezer!” I wanted to shake Morgan and warn her, “Don’t you see what’s happening? You’re thirteen. He’s sixteen. He’s going to trap you, use you, and break your heart. Run!”

Morgan continued. “We started talking on the phone every day. We’d text-message each other all day long. I told him everything—about my parents’ divorce, my dad leaving, my annoying brother. I even told him about my dream of playing college basketball and maybe being in the pros. We were like best friends. He told me about his life too…” Morgan’s voice faded, and I knew that she was remembering this seemingly magical first romance, and then I saw that flicker of pain again.

Morgan looked like the typical teenage girl. She was wearing jeans, a tank top, and flip-flops. Her toenails were painted pink with little while daisies on each big toe. Her parents had sent her to see me because they feared she was depressed. She’d stopped eating, didn’t seem interested in her friends or her usual activities, and spent a lot of time in her room listening to sad or angry-sounding music. They suspected that she might be struggling with their divorce. In a way they were right. But as soon as Morgan started talking about her summer romance, I knew that this was about more than a broken family. It was about a broken heart.

Morgan began the summer before her eighth-grade year wanting to hang out with friends, practice her basketball skills at summer camp, sleep in late, and find a boyfriend—hopes that most middle-school-age girls have. In 2004 Young and Modern magazine asked teenage girls to rank what they wanted most from high school. More than 80 percent listed dating or a boyfriend as their top desire.1 More than good grades, extracurricular achievement, or girlfriends, teenage girls want romance. We’ll talk more about this a little later in the chapter, but I share this statistic now for two reasons: to highlight that boy-crazy girls are the norm in the teenage years and to help you imagine Morgan’s (and, later, your daughter’s) story.

I imagined Morgan giggling at slumber parties with her girlfriends about the boy she’d met at the mall. I suspected that she and her friends had plotted together how she could be with him, what she should say to him, and whether she would kiss him. I knew that Morgan had stars in her eyes and that, at this point, everything she hoped for was mostly innocent.

“He started coming to my house when my mom was at work,” Morgan continued. “We started kissing…and stuff,” she said, looking at the floor.

“Had you ever kissed anyone before?” My question surprised Morgan. I think she was ready for admonishment, not curiosity.

“Not really. I kissed a boy at camp when I was in the fifth grade. But it was really a dare from my friends, and I missed his lips.”

I smiled until I saw that flicker of pain again. “What did you feel when it became more than just kissing?” I asked.

“I was scared—” She stopped in midsentence.

“Was there anything about kissing him and his touching you that you liked?” Morgan looked embarrassed. I knew that she was looking to me for cues as to what was okay to talk about.

Teenage girls often hold back in talking openly about sex because moms send verbal and nonverbal cues that they don’t want to talk openly about sex. Seventeen magazine surveyed its teenage readership to find out how often they talked to their moms about kissing, making out, and other sexual contact. Ninety-five percent of those surveyed said they never discussed these subjects with their mothers.2

I have learned that girls often do not talk to their moms about physical contact with their boyfriends during the early stages of a dating relationship because they fear judgment or restrictions. Sadly, when guidance from mom is not invited or accepted early in a dating relationship, her input will be absent later when the stakes are much higher. So girls look to Seventeen for answers to “The Sex Questions You Can’t Ask Anyone Else.” I knew it would be important for Morgan to understand her responses to this boy’s advances, but we would have to talk about that later. I sensed that Morgan wanted to get her story over with.

“Anyway,”—she started talking faster—“by the end of the summer, we were so close. I thought I loved him and he loved me. So we had sex.” Morgan stopped abruptly.

This time Morgan didn’t look at the floor. She looked me straight in the eyes. She almost seemed to be daring me, “Go ahead. Tell me I’m bad.”

Of course I wanted to talk with her about having sex, and I knew we would eventually, but I also knew that she hadn’t told the hardest part of the story yet. And she needed to tell it.

“What happened to your relationship?” I asked.

I could see Morgan clench her teeth. She answered, her voice completely flat, “I never heard from him again. He’s such a jerk. It doesn’t matter.”

Tears welled in my eyes. “Oh, Morgan, I’m so sorry.”

“You are?” she asked. “It’s my own fault. I was so stupid.”

“You deserve so much more than you experienced. He was a jerk. And you’re not stupid. You thought you were in love. You wanted to be in love. What’s stupid about that?” I asked.

And then Morgan started to cry. I knew we would have many more conversations about her experiences, but I hoped they would be conversations remembering our shared tears. Morgan already knew that I, like most of the adults in her life, thought sex was a big deal. I prayed that she was beginning to believe that I thought she was a big deal.

EVERY GIRL HAS A STORY

Studies show that in the year 2000 approximately 19 million new STD infections were reported. Forty-eight percent of these new cases (9.1 million) were among young people between the ages of fifteen and twenty-four.3 In addition, approximately 900,000 teenage girls between the ages of fifteen and nineteen became pregnant in the United States that same year.4 Although the teenage pregnancy rate dropped 22 percent between 1986 and 2000,5 the statistics are still staggering.

When we read the statistics about teens and sex, we have to remember that they represent more than just numbers; they reflect teenagers’ lives and stories.
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Each of us attempts to make sense out of life through stories. If we can’t tell a story about ourselves, then we are nothing more than detached bundles of facts, dates, and faces signifying nothing.

—WILLIAM H. WILLIMON, Reading with Deeper Eyes
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If statistics are all you think about when you look at your adolescent daughter, you will be tempted to lock her in her room and throw away the key. Or maybe you’ll give her a good book on abstinence or send her to an abstinence-only conference. Both of these are good ideas. But they can also make your daughter’s story irrelevant. When you preach “Just say no” without showing any interest in who your daughter is, what she daydreams about, and how she interacts with her peers, your words become law without any heart. When some boy at the mall asks your daughter for her number, tells her she’s “hot,” and listens to her stories, who do you think she finds more appealing?

The statistics are sobering. The real-life stories take place on a continuum from engaging in a romantic chat with someone in an Internet chat room to pursuing boys or men for sexual intercourse. In this chapter we will look at the sexual temptations that teenage girls from middle school on up face today. This will not be a chapter for the faint of heart, but it will arm you with essential information about the sexual lives of teenagers. Today’s girls think they know a lot about sex, probably more than their mothers know, because the teen culture is saturated with sexual images, talk, and activity. However, many girls do not understand their own bodies, the responses of their bodies and hearts to sexual activity, or the lifelong consequences. They don’t know how to make sense of their own stories. This chapter will help you understand your daughter’s story so that in telling it with her or even for her, you can become a powerful ally in helping her write the next chapters of her life.


JUST FOR YOU

Do you know your daughter’s story? See how well you can answer the following questions:


	Who does your daughter most want to be like when she “grows up”?


	What are her top three priorities in middle school or high school?


	What books, movies, and music have made a major impression on your daughter? Why?


	What was your daughter’s first big disillusionment in friendships? in expectations? in dating?


	What qualities does your daughter value most in a girlfriend or boyfriend?


	What does your daughter like about her physical appearance? What would she change if she could?


	What is your daughter’s style? What are her fashion preferences?


	What group at school does your daughter most identify with? least identify with?


	What is your daughter’s most painful adolescent memory so far? What is her most cherished memory?


	What does your daughter want to do with her life when she becomes an adult (e.g., career goals, dreams, etc.)?






EVERY BOY HAS A STORY TOO

The statistics about teenage boys and sex are not any more encouraging than the statistics about girls. The focus of this book is on girls, and I realize that in telling girls’ stories, it may seem as if boys are the enemy. The truth is that adolescent boys live in a sex-saturated culture too. They watch Joey, the likable character on Friends, suggest that his M.O. is to sleep with a girl on the first date, even if he doesn’t know her last name, and then to never call her again. The sitcom’s prerecorded laughter suggests to boys that this is how men behave and that girls probably want them to act like this.

I have a teenage son, and I have watched him grapple with the confusing messages of the culture about what “normal” boys do and what every girl should expect. It’s important to note that according to a 2003 Seventeen magazine survey, 33 percent of boys who engaged in sexual intercourse felt pressure from girls to do so.6 We’ll talk more about the rise of sexual aggression among adolescent girls later. I share this statistic here to underscore the mixed signals that teenage boys experience in our culture. Although many stories in this book will highlight the hurtful behavior of adolescent boys, they are not the enemy. They are hurting too. The by-product of a culture that believes sex is only “biology deep” is a culture that believes masculinity and femininity are only biology deep too. The sex-is-no-big deal mantra has resulted in men and women carelessly and thoughtlessly violating one another and themselves. When we all laugh at Joey on Friends, we send a message to boys and girls about sex that isn’t the least bit funny.

THE STORY OF YOUR DAUGHTER’S BODY

Parents of teenagers often think that kids go from not thinking about sex at all to acting out sexually, seemingly overnight. This isn’t true. For most teenage girls, it’s a gradual process. But many parents are either unaware of their daughters’ sexual development because their daughters try to hide it from them or parents may simply ignore the cues.

Barbara Strauch, medical and science editor for the New York Times, notes, “Maybe if we took note of these subtle markers along the way, we might not be so taken aback by puberty when it springs forth full-tilt. Perhaps we would not go through what often seems an abrupt transition, for parents anyhow, from milk and Oreos to oral sex.”7

Developmental research has shown that between the ages of four and seven, most girls become aware of their own bodies. I remember when Kristin was four years old, she became self-conscious about her body in the presence of her three-year-old brother. One evening after Kristin screamed at him to get out of her room, he said teasingly in a singsong voice, “I’ve seen your private parts before.” To which she replied with great angst, “Yeah, but that was before I knew I had them!”

When girls begin to notice and explore their own bodies, moms have a wonderful opportunity to marvel with them at the amazing design of the female body. This is the time to begin to talk in appropriate ways about female development and the purpose of different parts of our bodies. (The resources section at the end of this book provides a variety of resources that can help with this task.) This is the chapter in your daughter’s story when she is “naked and unashamed.” It is our role as mothers to begin to tell with wonder and without shame the story of how females develop sexually.

During this chapter of your daughter’s story, she may begin to notice the opposite sex. Once again, this is a good time to cultivate your daughter’s self-awareness in the context of acceptance and encouraging guidance. When your daughter confesses a “crush” on the boy who sits next to her in class, ask her what her body feels. Do her palms sweat? Does her heart race? The purpose of these questions is not to encourage an early romance but to acknowledge reality and begin to build a bridge between the two of you so that she knows you can be trusted with her experiences later on.


We don’t have a ceremony for the first pubic hair. Well, why not?

—MARTHA MCCLINTOCK, hormone researcher, University of Chicago



One of the hottest trends in youth marketing is age compression—taking products and messages originally designed for adults and targeting them to children or teenagers. I am saddened when a ten-year-old girl comments on a boy’s butt or wears makeup and belly-button-baring shirts. Once again, the culture acknowledges that the body is important and that relationships with the opposite sex are a big deal—it just distorts them greatly. We make a big mistake when we ignore or diminish these realities in our daughters’ lives and leave the culture to fill that vacuum.

Ideally, from an early age we have the opportunity to celebrate the amazing design of the human body and the already growing longings in our daughters’ hearts for relationships. But what if you missed these opportunities when your daughter was younger, and now she wants to wear clothes that you find scandalous and she seems to think about boys nonstop? It’s not too late. The Just for the Two of You section that follows will give you some ideas to make up this lost ground.


JUST FOR THE TWO OF YOU


	Schedule a special day with your daughter. Book a manicure or make reservations for a special lunch. Ask your daughter what she remembers
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OEBPS/images/Hers_9780307499769_epub_tp_r1.jpg
3 kandsinchand book

“Mom, sex 15 NO bzg deall”

Becoming your daughter's ally
in developing a healthy sexual identity

sharon a. hersh

¢

SHAW BOOKS

of WatexBrook Press






OEBPS/images/Hers_9780307499769_epub_L04_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hers_9780307499769_epub_L03_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Hers_9780307499769_epub_L02_r1.jpg






OEBPS/images/Hers_9780307499769_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
BECOMING YOUR DAUGHTER’S ALLY

IN DEVELOPING A HEALTHY SEXUAL IDENTITY

Sharon A. Hersh

ﬁ WATERBROOK PRESS @Books








OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





