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    Introduction


    What is it about pornography that makes it so appealing to so many men? Why does a naked female body or a movie of a woman having sex seem to hijack a man’s brain, hypnotizing him and rendering him incapable of making good decisions? Why might a man who is married to a lovely wife risk that relationship for a ten-second video clip of a couple having sex? What is it about being male that makes it so difficult for men to look away?


    While pornography ravages and destroys the lives of both men and women, this book and the research within focuses almost exclusively on pornography’s impact on men. It is true that women are increasingly becoming consumers of pornography, but there is little doubt that it is primarily men who are hooked on it. And the reasons that women view pornography are very different than the reasons men do. Men seem to be wired in such a way that pornography hijacks the proper functioning of their brains and has a long-lasting effect on their thoughts and lives.


    As a biopsychologist and a person of faith, I am in a unique position to engage many of the questions posed above. It is hard to be a Christian in the United States and not be sensitive to the pervasive influence of pornography and the warped views of sexuality that saturate our culture. Pornography and the hypersexuality found in the media are almost impossible to avoid.


    As I have looked more carefully at some of my Christian beliefs about sexuality and felt convicted to respond to the pornification of our culture, I have had an unexpected opportunity to integrate my faith with my academic discipline. As I have studied how the brain develops, how hormones and culture affect it and how addictions and compulsions develop, it has become increasingly apparent to me why many men struggle so much. In this book I share this material, and I hope it can be a part of the healing process that so many long for.


    Like many adolescent boys growing up in the 1980s, I had occasional opportunities to view lingerie catalogs in the mail and softcore pornography magazines stashed away by friends and relatives. These were my first exposures to the naked female form, eliciting what I now know to be sexual interest. As I grew older, frontal nudity and erotic sexual scenes in movies became readily viewable on cable television channels such as HBO and Playboy. Home videotapes made access to all types of pornography easier than ever before.


    While I can’t recall feeling a compelling attraction toward pornography, I won’t deny that I found it hypnotizing when I stumbled upon it. But I was struck by the hold that it had over several of my teenage friends and their desire to expose me to it. Perhaps I was just late in my sexual awakening, but as I entered my twenties, my exposure to porn shifted into high gear. Legally an adult and living with other men who were enjoying the freedoms of college life, I was exposed to additional forms of pornography. I became increasingly aware of how many men subscribed to Playboy and regularly rented adult videos. I began to notice how many of my friends and acquaintancesmen who by all other accounts would have made fine boyfriends and husbandssacrificed relationships with real women for the allure of an image of a woman on the magazine page or videotape of a couple having sex. I admit that I was not a saint and did not avert my eyes from every temptation. I believe that it is only by the grace of God that I was mostly spared from the seductive draw of the pornographic page and screen.


    I can think of many ways I have benefited from computer technologies and the vast knowledge available on the Internet. But I also delete dozens of e-mails each day that solicit pornographic material, sexual enhancement products or opportunities for sexual encounters. My workplace has an Internet filter, but sexually explicit material is easy to access if you are determined. I put on self-imposed blinders as I wade through tantalizing advertisements with Victoria’s Secret models in the margins of my weather forecast. My Internet service provider’s homepage is littered with dating services (“Hot Single Girls in Your Neighborhood Looking for Love!”) and my sports websites have galleries of scantily clad cheerleaders. If I watch a soccer match on
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    Rewiring and Sanctification


    We are embodied and embedded at a number of levelsphysical, psychological, social and spiritual. We are made as God’s agents in this world for his pleasure and for our own. We are made for each other, to be present and relational with one another. When we better understand who we are as human beings made in the image of God, we see better our created nature. We are made to be conformed to the image of Christ, to be sanctified. That process begins in this life. The decisions we make now affect the ongoing process of neural rewiring, our emotional state, our behavior, our embodied soul. As we think on the things that are good, noble and right we are becoming something: sanctified, conformed to the image of Christ.


    Knowledge about our biological nature is not an excuse for sin. “My brain made me do it” or “Porn has messed up my brain so I can’t help myself” are not get-out-of-jail-free cards. We are still responsible for our actions. As a man cultivates patterns of depravity, he diminishes his ability to bear God’s image rightly. The knowledge that we get from Scripture and science should not be used to deny, justify, rationalize, minimize, normalize or celebrate the exercising of brokenness. It should be used to show compassion for those who have been propelled by the needs and design of their created nature down the path of depravity.


    Rather than blame the needs, we should look at the process by which these needs drove us to depravity. These very same needs, however, can be reclaimed and redirected to travel the path of sanctification and holiness. Rather than resign ourselves to view our sexual nature as an impediment in the journey toward holiness, our sexuality should be reframed as a principal driving force toward sanctification. Rather than denigrate the neurobiological rooting of our psychological experience, we should use this knowledge about how we neurologically form emotional attachments as a necessary part of the process of sanctification.


    How does a man become “addicted to holiness”? How does he cultivate his embodied nature to embrace sanctification? Many of the principles that govern all of spiritual formation have their impact in the brain. We can reframe recovery from pornography, sex addictions and compulsions as a process of rewiring, redemption and sanctification.


    Many practical details about recovery from pornography addiction and sexual compulsion can be found elsewhere in books written by clinical psychologists, recovering addicts and counseling experts (see Appendix A for a list of online resources). In lieu of reinventing the recovery wheel, I defer to the texts I have cited in this book and the resources in Appendixes A and B as starting points for practical matters of recovery. What is critical, however, is understanding that the recovery of thought is rooted in the embodied brain and designed for the process of sanctification. As a result, it is a matter of spiritual formation.


    Recovery as Spiritual Formation


    We must open our eyes to see how God has been at work in us. Once we understand how we are made, we must support each other in a spirit of compassion and forgiveness. Every man who struggles with pornography needs wisdom from other men (and women) who can provide insight, comfort, strength and encouragement. The need will be great, especially at the beginning of the recovery and redemption processes. Neurological troughs of depravity are rarely changed overnight, since they were not formed overnight. The burden will be heavy, but we must serve the man who is repentant because he bears the image of God. By listening, offering insight into root problems, correcting false thoughts and lies, reminding them of their created nature and helping to illumine the true nature of God’s love for us all, we provide the support that is needed to change course.


    We are meant to live in a worthy way, and that way is not traveled alone. Men must be called to account regularly and rebuked in love when necessary. Correction is not to be feared but sought out by the man who longs to become holy and good. The challenge of accountability must always be rooted in a spirit of grace and focused on behavior. To condemn someone who is in the midst of a shame cycle only makes matters worse. If they are unable to hear that they have value as a child of God, they cannot progress toward recovery. The emphasis should be on changing the behavior.


    We should help each other to envision the unique way that each of us will be conformed to the image of Christ. As we help each other prepare for the realities of our day, we must also have dreams about how God will use our unique experience, gifts and passions within the body of Christ to manifest his love in this world. Without being overly idealistic, dreams for marriage, work, family and ministry should be encouraged and empowered. By recognizing that each person will have their own unique journey and place in the body of Christ, we honor them. We can move beyond trying to fit any preconceived notions of what they “should have been” if they had only avoided their sin, and recognize that God can still demonstrate his love for them in a unique way. This path of confession, enlightenment, encouragement, challenge and vision respects the process of spiritual formation in the life of a man imprisoned by pornography, as well as everyone else.


    Confession


    The first step that a man can take to free himself from the prison of pornography (or any other sexual sin) is to confess. Confession moves beyond denial, minimization, normalization, justification and ration-alization to a right understanding of one’s own brokenness. It refuses to celebrate and revel in the sin, and is the first step toward reestablishing communion with God and others. Because pornography has such an isolating effect on men who are intent on hiding their problem, it is important that this confession be more than between him and God. By confessing to another person, the isolating effect that porn has on a man will be reduced. When sin is shared with another person, a man is forced to expose his brokenness. How a man exposes this brokenness, however, is critical in the healing process. Only with a repentant heart that is completely broken can a man begin the process of true recovery.


    Many men confess if they are caught, but they may not be repentant. They may feel guilty, but they may not be truly repentant. The measure by which a man can recover from a pornography problem is equal to his willingness to do the things that evidence repentance. If he tries to minimize, normalize, justify or rationalize, true healing will be slow and unlikely. He must be completely broken, as King David was when confronted by the prophet Nathan (2 Sam 12), in order to be restored. The consequences may not disappear, but he must be prepared to live with them and do what is necessary to make amends. It is essential that a man come to a true place of brokenness on this path. If he does not acknowledge his need for God, it is difficult for him to make any lasting progress in his recovery.


    Confession is difficult for many men because it is an admission of failure. This is at odds with their understanding of their masculinity. Men don’t fail and don’t admit it if they do; to do so is a sign of weakness. As a result, it is important to confess to someone who is able to be a part of the healing process. Many men, when confronted with their pornography problem will confess it to their spouse or girlfriend. They do so because they are often the person with whom they have their deepest intimate connection. They reach out to the one whom they love the most for help. The consequences, however, can be disastrous.


    Choosing whom to disclose your problem with pornography is a delicate process. The individual should be mature, supportive, wise, trustworthy, discrete, compassionate and emotionally resilient. Many men will share with a relative, teacher, respected church leader, pastor or good friend. Regardless of who you choose, remember that the need for another human being to hear your sin and speak the forgiveness of Christ to you is part of being human and becoming sanctified.


    Enlightenment


    Once you have confessed and have decided to follow the path of repentance, the next step is to assess what is at the root of the problem. This entails finding the reasons that you act out. It is an educational process whereby a man can be enlightened of his condition. This is best done as a historical analysis of his sexual and relational history (an example of a sexual survey/history is provided online at the book’s website; see appendix B). By reviewing patterns of pornography use and seeing how his personality fits into the problem, he is better able to see how his sin has affected him and how his behaviors, thoughts and personality contribute to his problem. Also, wrong thinking can be corrected by rethinking the imago Dei, by acknowledging that he is embodied, and by realizing that his sexuality is for imaging God’s exclusive love. Wrong thinking is often at the core of many men’s problems and creates unnecessary stress, anxiety and shame. By rethinking his masculinity, sexuality and need for intimacy, he is better able to make sense of his condition.


    Another important aspect of this enlightenment is to identify the environmental, emotional, psychological and autonomic triggers that drive the sexual addiction, compulsion or impulse problem. This is best done with a mentor or counselorsomeone who is able to provide wise insight from a relatively objective standpoint.


    One thing that I do with many of the men I work with is use the principle of chaining. Chaining is a process that helps men identify their triggers. It helps them examine how their responses occur in a sequence. When someone I am mentoring acts out, I ask them to journal their day in a backwards fashion so that we can look for patterns of maladaptive behavior or distorted thinking. This journaling forces men to stop and seize the moment. Too many men go through their day at full speed and do not engage in disciplines of contemplation and self-reflection. When a man is forced to slow down and put his thoughts and feelings to paper, he learns the skill of reflection. This reflection enables him to better name his emotions, understand his motives, and act on what he has learned about himself.


    Consider the following example of Tom. Tom is a single man in his twenties who had significant problems with pornography and masturbation. After viewing pornography and sexually acting out he wrote in his journal and reviewed the previous twenty-four hours.


    1. Last night I was up late working on a project for work. I went to bed around 3 a.m.


    2. I got up on time for work, but was tired.


    3. My project was not well received by my boss at our 9 a.m. meeting.


    4. I avoided my boss the rest of the morning. Avoiding him put me on edge.


    5. The new woman in accounting smiled at me when she dropped off a report.


    6. I found myself fantasizing about her, and I got an erection.


    7. I wanted to see her again, so I made up a reason to stop off at her office and started flirting with her.


    8. My boss walked by while I was flirting and ripped into me about the project again.


    9. I was embarrassed and knew she would never be attracted to me or want to have sex with me.


    10. I went back to my desk and fumed about my boss. I wanted to quit or find a way to get back at him.


    11. Everyone left the office for a working lunch, but I made up an excuse to stay behind. I closed the blinds on my windows and locked the office door. I thought viewing porn would be a good way to get back at my boss.


    12. Viewing the pictures gave me an erection, and I really felt the need to masturbate.


    13. I viewed the pictures until someone knocked on the door. The images on the screen seemed to take forever to disappear.


    14. It was my boss. He asked why the door was locked and was suspicious of what I was doing. I told him I was working on revisions to the report. He told me the next report had better be up to his standards.


    15. I realized I was perspiring excessively and thought I smelled of sex. I felt like I had narrowly avoided being caught and erased the files from my computer.


    16. I was preoccupied with my body odor for the rest of the afternoon.


    17. The new woman from accounting brought the new report back right before 5 p.m. I reeked of sweat and was sure she could smell it.


    18. I fantasized about her the entire drive home and had an erection.


    19. My roommate wasn’t home and had left a note saying he would be gone for the weekend.


    20. While changing from my work clothes I was reminded of my body odor, the smell of sex, again.


    21. I undressed, closed the blinds to the windows, locked the apartment, got some tissue paper, then went online. I knew I was going to view porn and I didn’t care.


    22. I surfed for hardcore images of secretaries for about 10 minutes (I knew right where to go because I’ve been there before). I found a video clip of a secretary that looked like the new accountant.


    23. I looped the video for a couple of minutes, masturbating to it.


    24. I smelled even more of sweat when I was done, so I took a shower.


    25. I felt miserable and trapped. I was disgusted with myself.


    A review of this chain yields a number of clear trigger points in Tom’s day and the night before which contributed to his problem. The stress from his job, lack of sleep, ritualized pattern of acting out (undressing, closing the blinds, locking the door), body awareness (the smell of his sweat tied to his acting out) and sexual preoccupation/interest in his coworker (his surfing for secretary clips) were clear to me, but not to him.


    Tom did not see how they were related to each other, how these small drips throughout his day had become a current of sexual compulsion coursing through the neural troughs of his brain. This process of journaling and backtracking the chain of events is helpful to identify the issues and begin to formulate a plan to aid in recovery. When a man is enlightened to his stumbling blocks, he is able to intentionally organize his life and his thoughts to avoid the neurological troughs of pornography and sexual acting out. He redirects these thoughts, channeling his sexual energy toward sanctification. By making some rather nominal changes in his day that had little to do with sex per se (not procrastinating on projects, getting enough sleep, staying at his desk, having lunch with friends, having a stick of deodorant in his office desk drawer, leaving the blinds at his apartment open), Tom was able to interrupt this maladaptive pattern.


    By discovering their sexual triggers that initiate a compulsion or impulse, men can identify them before they progress to a point where they lose the ability to control their behavior. Short-circuiting the rituals breaks men out of their compulsive cycles and avoids situations that may make impulses more difficult to resist. Once a man finds out what triggers his patterns, he can organize his world to reduce the chances of returning to the old trough of porn and acting out.


    Challenge


    The presence of an ongoing mentoring relationship with an older, wiser and more mature man has a significant impact on psychological well-being. A mentor is someone deliberately chosen whom you see as modeling a life that is on the path toward sanctification. A mentor serves not only as guide but as a model of one who has become conformed to the image of Christ. Finding someone who has traveled on the same paths that you have helps a man deal with the challenges he is facing and helps anticipate those yet to come. Only those who know a man well can tell when he is lying, and only those who care for him deeply will call him out when he is.


    Often men look for accountability with their peers, but a man needs a mentor to give him wisdom that his peers cannot. Peers may struggle with the same issues, be unaware of their own flaws, overestimate their knowledge of the problem or not have enough life experience to make sense of it all. Men who surround themselves with their peers and proudly refuse to accept the counsel of their elders fall into a locker room mentality. In the locker room mentality, peers go through the motions of accountability; they all know they are lying, but no one wants to call another out lest he be called out. This accountability has no substance, no bite, and is the sign of a shallow relationship. Many of these peer accountability relationships eventually dissolve.


    A mentor is someone who has dealt with the trials and challenges and found redemption. Just as a team needs a coach to keep them honest, so should a man have someone he respects and can learn from, walking with them along the path to holiness. When the relationship is deep and life-encompassing, our lives are spent in community. When the relationship is deep enough a mentor can tell when a man is stumbling. He can see that trouble is approaching and warn a man about an upcoming battle.


    Men were created for relationships with women, and they were also created for relationships with each other. The myths of masculinity in our culture have isolated men from each other and impaired their ability to honor and bless one another. Too many men have too few intimate male friends. Their friendships run only as deep as the things they do together. By finding male friends to go deeper with, the need for intimacy can be met in nonsexual ways with these male friends. When this happens the intensity of the need for intimacy is not funneled through sexual intercourse with a woman; it can be shared across many relationships. Sexual intimacy may be experienced with one woman, but intimacy can be experienced with others as well. Not all intimacy is genital, so do not feel restricted in your relationships with your brothers in Christ.


    In some cases it may become necessary to seek professional help with a severe problem with pornography. There are those whom God has gifted and trained to deal with severe problems and are equipped to handle the messiness of life. It is a calling that they have for those who have exercised their brokenness or who have experienced severe woundedness. There is no shame in seeking out a professional therapist or getting involved in treatment program that specializes in helping people break free from bondage to sexual sin. A psychological evaluation may reveal additional problems which have gone undetected. Not all mentors are trained in clinical psychology, and the need for someone with these skills may be necessary.


    Another opportunity for healing is in the reestablishing of relationships that were lost. Pornography isolates, and men often neglect previously valued friendships. In the case of a spouse (or others) feelings of betrayal, distrust, abandonment and disillusionment will need to be repaired. A spouse may have been compared or compared herself to porn models, and her self-esteem may be battered. She may avoid intimacy with her husband or remain emotionally detached during sexual intimacy. If the user has blamed the partner for his problem or involved his wife in viewing pornography, significant emotional damage may have occurred. The wife may overcompensate emotionally and try to win back her husband by attempting to be more sexually available or to reduce the severity of the consequences. Or his wife may no longer want to have sex with him because of her anger and distrust. Fears of disease (if there has been adultery) or that the user is now at risk to sexual assault or molest of children must also be addressed.


    As part of humanity’s fallen nature, objectifying one another happens all too often. But the question is whether you want objectifying others to become a habit that is neurologically so hardwired that you cannot prevent yourself from doing it. The question is whether you want to train yourself in such a way that you become neurologically wired so that your reflex is to see every woman as a person and not an object.


    When this happens, the drifting of your eyes to evaluate her ability to sexually arouse you or sizing her up as a sexual partner will be so out of place that it will be easily identified. Once identified, it can be captured and discarded. Once discarded, an internal celebration of taking another step along the path of sanctification is in order. As we take each thought captive to weigh its place in the journey toward sanctification or depravity, we become coworkers with the Holy Spirit in the making of the mind of Christ in ourselves.


    Imagine that you could be neurologically “enslaved” to purity rather than porn. Enslaved to seeing the dignity of each individual rather than their utility to you. This is the distinction between the journey toward sanctification and the journey toward depravity. As you travel farther along either road, you pick up momentum and it becomes harder to turn around. The farther down the road you travel, the less opportunity you have to deviate from the road as it narrows. The road to depravity leads into the heart of hell and yields isolation. The road toward sanctification, however, leads into the heart of God and yields freedom from temptation.


    Some of the best coaches and managers in professional sports are not just those who can come up with a good game plan, but are able to change their plan as the game is in progress. As you go through recovery and healing, don’t be afraid to let go of things that are not beneficial to you. If you find that journaling is tedious and stressful and increases your shame, stop doing it. If you find that listening to classical music soothes your soul and relieves work-related tension, listen to it. Because you have a unique personal history, you will have a unique path to recovery as well. Do not expect that what works for someone else must work with you. Do not expect that what doesn’t work for someone else won’t work for you either.


    Envisioning Sanctification


    Some questions you may ask are, “How does recovery take place? Can my brain be retrained to respond appropriately? Is there any neuropsychological evidence for it?” These are the right questions to be asking. How does recovery take place? It takes place in community and is rooted in changing your embodied naturemost notably by rewiring the patterns of sexual arousal and response in the brain. Can someone retrain their brain to respond in an appropriate manner to sexual arousal? Most certainly, but this must be informed by the mandates of Scripture and the wisdom found in the body of Christ. This must be empowered by the Holy Spirit. This empowering, however, might be a little less mystical and more embodied than most of us think it is.


    Is there any neuropsychological evidence that any of this is real? I hope that the scientific studies that I cited have had been at least somewhat convincing. There is little research being done on the neurological basis of porn addiction. In part this is because it is not seen as necessary. Pornography is legal and acknowledging it as harmful is not politically convenient, so there are not many federal grants to fund research on it; that is the social reality. My research group at Wheaton College has begun a number of studies to address these very questions. I am looking forward to sharing that research in the near future, so stay tuned if you want more data.


    Much of this book has been focused on reevaluating our understanding of how we are made, how we are wired and what we are made for. What may start off as a seemingly innocent lingering on a nude image can lead to a mind consumed by pornography. An unhealthy pattern of depravity can develop if a man isn’t careful. But the very thing that leads him down this path is the same thing that can lead him out of depravity and into holiness.


    Every man and woman is an embodied creation who is intended to become sanctified in the image of Jesus Christ. As each man comes to understand who he is, how he is uniquely made and what he is intended for, he comes to know himself and his Creator more rightly. Each of his struggles becomes a part of the unique path that enables him to manifest God’s love to others.


    As a man uses his sexuality to propel him toward sanctification, it involves his embodied nature. The small decisions that he makes set the stage whereby he limits his abilities to entertain sin and temptation. This process is not just a spiritual one, but involves the way that his brain is neurologically wired. These small decisionsthe impact of a sexual encounter with a wifethe proper seeing of women as made in the image of God, are stored neurologically as circuits that aid in our sanctification. By understanding our purpose in this life and by demonstrating and experiencing God’s love, we are conformed to the image of Christ. We see the image of God in each person, we are able to appreciate women without consuming them, and we move beyond objectification to real relationship, presence and intimacy.


    The process of sanctification is an addiction to holiness, a compulsive fixation on Christ and an impulsive pattern of compassion, virtue and love. This is what we are wired for. This is what we are meant for.

  


  
    Appendix A


    Resources for Recovery from Online Pornography and Sex Addiction


    


    Wired for Intimacy


    http://wiredforintimacy. blogspot.com


    Website for resources related to the Wired for Intimacy book. Updates on the most recent brain research related to pornography and recovery.


    


    XXXchurch.com


    www.xxxchurch.com


    XXXchurch is designed to bring awareness, openness and accountability to those affected by pornography. XXXchurch.com exists to help those who are in over their heads with pornography, both consumers and those in the industry. Staff tour the world speaking at colleges, churches and community centers.


    


    National Coalition for the Protection of Children & Families


    www.nationalcoalition.org


    An organization designed to move the people of God to embrace, live out, preserve and advance the truth of biblical sexuality.


    


    New Life Partners


    www.newlifepartners.org


    A support group for wives whose husbands are caught in the web of sexual addiction.


    Pure Life Ministries


    www.purelifeministries.org


    Pure Life Ministries helps men who are struggling with sexual addiction. Pure Life Ministries has been leading men into purity since 1986.


    


    Be Broken Ministries


    www.bebroken.com


    A ministry designed to help men and women live every day in sexual purity and provide support and resources to help live a life of sexual purity.


    


    LIFE (Living in Freedom Everyday) Ministries


    www.freedomeveryday.org


    Articles cover what sexual addiction is, why overcoming it is important, the difference between love and sex addiction, and assessment for self-diagnosis.


    


    Pure Online


    www.pureonline.com


    An online sex and pornography addiction recovery resources site which utilizes online workshops.


    


    Operation Integrity


    www.operationintegrity.org


    OI is a Christ-centered twelve-step fellowship that helps men and women recover from sex/porn addiction, helping them to become healthy, balanced and well-integrated with Jesus Christ and others.


    


    Bethesda Workshops


    www.bethesdaworkshops.org


    A Christian-based ministry that offers clinical treatment for pornography and other forms of sexual addiction.
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