














Specifics elicited in Question 15 show that the majority of participants indicated
that their spiritual beliefs had led them to express their sexuality more fully. These were:
(a) by affirming that love is good in all its forms and expressions, (b) by opening them to
risk deeper intimacy, and (c) by sanctioning feelings of longing and passion. Conversely,
Question 16 revealed that the three main characteristics of their spiritual beliefs that had
prevented these participants from expressing their sexuality more fully were: (a) by
giving the message that “good girls don’t,” (b) by making sexual desire a source of guilt,
and (¢) by making body pleasure a source of shame. Further examination related to this
question may show, in addition, whether there is a relationship between these answers
and the religion of origin (Q8). Responses to Question 17 showed that the two most
prevalent other things that prevented these respondents from experiencing a sex-spirit
connection were depression (39%) and worry about looks (36%).

Of the respondents, 27 (82%) reported experiencing sexual ecstasy (Question 18)
while 15 (46%) reported experiencing spiritual ecstasy (Question 19). The most reported
elements associated with both sexual satisfaction (Question 20) and spiritual satisfaction
(Question 21) by these respondents were: (a) peace and serenity (64%), (b) feeling loved
and accepted (58%), and (c) feeling loving and accepting (58%). At least one respondent
reported associating each element listed with both sexual and spiritual satisfaction.
Twenty-four percent of respondents (n=8) indicated having a sense of experiencing
God/Universal energy in a moment of sexual ecstasy (Question 22), while only 12%

(n=4) indicated having felt a surge of sexual energy in a moment of spiritual ecstasy

(Question 23).

33



Question 24 asks respondents to indicate how important sexuality, spirituality and
religion are for their present situation. The importance of sexuality, spirituality and
religion as reported by these individuals was 39%, 88% and 46% respectively.

Ten women (30%) acknowledged in Question 25 that they had experienced a
profound spiritual occurrence during sexual intimacy. Question 25 elicited personal
information that adds a depth and richness to this investigation of how women experience
the connection between sexuality and spirituality. In addition to comments from the ten
women who reported a profound spiritual experience during sexual intimacy, three others
made comments regarding Question 25 and to the survey as a whole. One 62-year-old
woman wrote that she did experience “freedom from inhibitions, to an extent.” Two
women (one aged 54 and one aged 59) wrote that they hadn’t thought of a connection
between spirituality and sexuality until taking part in this study. One of them wrote that
she will “look for “ the connection from the point of doing the survey. The other wrote
that having been raised in the Catholic church, she didn’t think about the relationship
until she “became UU and learning (sic) to accept (herself) as okay in all ways...and met
a man (her second husband) who believed sexuality was a very special part of being
human.”

Themes that emerged in answer to Question 25 included: a sense of wonder and
amazement, emotional cleansing, intense union, intense physical arousal, euphoria,
transcendence, transformation, loss of the dimensions of time and space, passionate
awareness, holistic involvement, and sense of sacredness. Three women underlined
elements from those listed on the questionnaire (see Appendix D) and did not add

comments in their own words. Women who did write comments expressed having
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experienced a sense of oneness and/or closeness with their partner, trust, liberation,
sacredness, gratitude, awe “in the face of the Divine” and a sense of being one with the
Universe, “not separate at all.” One 64-year-old woman described the sense of healing
she gained from experiencing the connection between sexuality and spirituality. Through
the experience, she has “learned to live in love and not fear.” See appendix F for written
comments quoted from the surveys.

It is clear that the participants in this study overwhelmingly have experienced
such a connection. Even respondents who indicated that they hadn’t considered there to
be a connection between sexuality and spirituality identified commonalties with their
experience of these two dimensions. The ways these women have experienced the
connection range across all of the itemized answers provided, however, there were
significant similarities in those characteristics identified most frequently.

Research Question 2

The second research question asked what are the similarities or differences in the
experiences of these women? All questions were examined for similarities as well as
differences.

Responses to Questions 9, 10 and 11 showed that the majority of responses are
limited to a few of the itemized elements or characteristics. Question 9 lists ten elements
associated with both sexuality and spirituality; more than half of the respondents (n=21)
associated at least the same five choices (as identified above, p. 31). On Questions 10 and
11 respondents indicated experiencing five of the listed characteristics regarding their
sexual experience: (a) a sense of oneness with partner, (b) caring for others, (¢) honesty

and (d) intense body pleasure. Responses regarding spiritual experience were limited to
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four characteristics: (a) a sense of oneness with a power greater than the self, (b) caring
for others, (c) integration and (d) honesty.

Responses to Question 13 show a constellation of three characteristics from 15
(see p. 32 above); responses to Question 14 clustered around five of 15 characteristics.
Characteristics preventing these women from experiencing a sex-spirit connection were
reported to be primarily three of six (Q 16) and two of 16 (Q17) factors. Questions 20 and
21 also show similarities in the association of sexuality and spirituality (see p. 33 above).

While this sample reveals a range of experience, there do appear to be
constellations of answers. This preliminary evaluation suggests that there are more
similarities than differences in the experiences of these women.

Research Question 3

The third research question asked if there is a generational difference in these
women’s experiences.

When examined by age group, responses to Questions 9 through 24 were
generally consistent across the three generations represented. Of the ten written responses
to the narrative question (Q 25) five were from the 18 women in their fifties (28%), two
from the eight women in their sixties (25%) and three from seven women in their
seventies (43%) comprised this group. Again, this may reflect individual experience
rather than purely that of a generational nature.

Given the small number of respondents overall (n=33) and the small number of
women in their sixties (n=8) and seventies (n=7), there is insufficient data to determine
whether differences are individual or generational. Further investigation may provide

statistical information that could add clarification to this question.
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Chapter 4
DISCUSSION
This study examines one aspect of the spiritual dynamic within human
development by looking at the ways in which spirituality is defined and how spiritual
growth takes place, as well as how it is connected to other features of human
development. Examining this complex, multi-relational, multidimensional aspect of being
human may provide important implications for understanding overall development.
Regardless of one’s view regarding how spirituality develops, there is general agreement
that spirituality becomes a predominant concern within individual development by mid-
life. In the last decade attention has been focused on exploring differences in the ways the
genders experience the spiritual dimension of being and its development (as cited on p. 2
above). Within this framework, sexuality as a vehicle for the perception of spirituality has
gained focus. According to MacKnee, “An essence of humanity is to be either male or
female. Sexuality...is our way of being in the world and relating to the world as male and
female. ... Sexuality calls males and females to move toward completeness—to form a
unity, or wholeness, that is experienced as wholeness” (1997, p. 212). Thus, the
experience of relationship to self, to others, to nature and to the Divine may be perceived
in relation to the experience of spirituality.
Research Questions
In a survey designed to investigate the connection between sexuality and
spirituality as experienced by women in mid-life and beyond (n=33), respondents
reported that their sexual experience does involve characteristics that are spiritual in

nature. The research questions posed in this study represent a preliminary attempt to gain
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an understanding of how women in this stage of life experience the connection between
spirituality and sexuality. By undertaking an exploratory investigation of women who
attend a church with liberal tenets, a contribution has been made to broaden the
understanding of the dimensions of sexuality and spirituality. By examining the personal
experience, for this particular sample, of the connection between these two dimensions, it
is apparent that there is a wide range of spiritual elements within and connected to
sexuality and its experience. There appear to be more similarities than differences in the
experience of the respondents in this study.

Women in this study appear to find a connection between these two dimensions
that are generally considered to be separate by “mainstream Western belief systems”
(Ogden, 2002, p. 4). This study supports the work begun by Ogden with her 1997 survey;
her study shows that women do experience a connection between sexuality and
spirituality, which is reported increasingly as age advances.

The results of this study of women age 50 and older attending a church with
liberal tenets corroborates the results of Johnson’s 2001 study of women ages 18 to 50
attending a conservative church or church-related institution. Her findings indicate a
“global relationship...between sexual self-esteem and spiritual orientation...understood
from the theme of connection.” She postulates that “perhaps, as women get older they are
more sure of themselves as sexual beings...and ...how one feels regarding her sexual
thoughts...1s related to her awareness of herself as a spiritual being” (pp. 74, 80).

Limitations

There are a number of limitations presented by this study. The major limitations

are related to the sample. They include the sample size, its homogeneous racial, cultural
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and ethnic characteristics, and its limited geographical range, as well as generational and
socioeconomic restrictions. On one hand, the impersonal nature of the survey (as opposed
to interviewing) may not have elicited the depth of information that face to face contacts
might have. On the other hand, the impersonal nature of the survey may have allowed for
responses from women who may not have been comfortable revealing such intimate
information about themselves.
Implications and Conclusions

As the attempt to define spirituality evolves, seeking to understand connections
between the subtle dimensions of human existence, including sexuality, may enhance the
understanding of spirituality and its progression along a continuum of growth. The survey
data, as well as the narrative data, collected in this investigation add a personal richness
to a developing understanding of the connection between sexuality and spirituality for
women, going beyond the physical realm of experience. Adding women’s voices to the
discourse contributes an underrepresented and relational component, as well as a linking
of the meaning of spirituality and sexuality, in the examination of these realms. Further
research involving individuals, male and female, from all religious faiths and personal
belief systems, other racial and ethnic groups, other geographical areas and other
generations will be important in broadening the understanding of connection between the
spiritual and other dimensions. Despite its limitations, this exploratory investigation
represents a meaningful contribution to an evolving understanding of spirituality, its
relation to other dimensions and to broadening the understanding of how spirituality is

defined.
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As the complexities of the spiritual dynamic within human development are
examined and better understood, it is important to give this dynamic full consideration.
Spiritual development is extraordinarily complex, dynamic and multifaceted and is
interwoven with all other aspects of development (Plante & Sherman, 2001). This
dynamic, in addition to contributing to a more complete understanding of the individual,
is connected to overall health, including mental health (Plante & Sherman, 2001). By
exploring the connection between spirituality and sexuality for women and its relation to
age, our understanding may be augmented as we seek to further define ourselves in
relation to others, to nature and to the Divine. Further examination may provide more
meaning to the multidimensional experiences of human existence. By giving
consideration to the role of spirituality, as well as the degree of recognition of the
spiritual dimension there is an individual’s life, strategies which further the progress of
spiritual development may, in turn, further the progress of spiritually oriented human

development and the resolution of issues that arise throughout the life span.
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APPENDIX A: UNITARIAN UNIVERSALIST CHURCH PRINCIPLES &

PURPOSES

Principles and Purposes

The following statements were adopted as Bylaws by the 1984, 1985, and 1995 General

Assemblies.

We, the member congregations of the Unitarian Universalist Association, covenant to

affirm and promote:

The inherent worth and dignity of every person

Justice, equity, and compassion in human relations

Acceptance of one another and encouragement to spiritual growth in our
congregations

A free and responsible search for truth and meaning

The right of conscience and the use of the democratic process within our
congregations and in society at large

The goal of world community with peace, liberty, and justice for all

Respect for the interdependent web of all existence of which we are a part.
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APPENDIX B: PASTOR LETTER

September 12, 2005

Dear Pastor:

My name is Hannah Osborne, and I am a graduate student in the Department of Human
Development at the University of Maine. As part of my master’s thesis, I am conducting research
regarding the relationship between spirituality and sexuality. Specifically, I am interested in how
women age 50 and older may experience a connection between their spirituality and sexuality.
Although this information is very personal in nature, it may help us to gain a better understanding
of this important area in the lives of women.

Because there is a lack of information about the connection between spirituality and sexuality as
experienced by individuals involved in religions that are liberal in nature, I am focusing my
investigation on women attending the Unitarian Universalist Church. I am asking your assistance
in my investigation by announcing my research project to your congregation and providing
survey packets to women volunteering to participate.

The survey questionnaires are anonymous and will be in stamped envelopes addressed to me at
the University, where they are to be returned by October 21. The survey takes approximately 40
minutes to complete and questions may be skipped, if desired. Each packet will have a participant
consent form attached to it for clarification.

If you will help with the distribution of my survey, as described, I will provide the packets to you
by the end of September. If you have any questions, please contact me at ###-####.

Thank you for your consideration.

Sincerely yours,
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APPENDIX C: RECRUITING LETTER/PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM

My name is Hannah Osborne, and [ am a graduate student in the Department of Human Development at the
University of Maine. You are being asked to participate in a study regarding the relationship between
spirituality and sexuality. This research is being conducted as part of my master’s thesis. I am looking for
women age 50 and older who may have experienced a connection between their spiritual and sexuality.
Although this information is very personal in nature, it may help us to gain a better understanding of this
important area in the lives of women.

What Will You Be Asked to Do?

If you meet these qualifications and choose to participate, please complete the enclosed questionnaire that
takes approximately 40 minutes. This survey includes questions concerning your experience(s) related to
sexuality and spirituality. You will also be asked questions about your background. This kind of
information is important in describing the people who participated in the study in general terms (e.g.,
average age). Please complete the survey and mail it to me in the postage-paid pre-addressed envelope
provided by October 21.

At any time you may elect to have material deleted from the information you provide.
Voluntary

Participation is voluntary. If you decide to take part in this study, you may stop at any time without loss of
benefit. You may skip any question or questions you do not wish to answer.

Benefits and Risks

Y ou may benefit from participating by reaching an enhanced understanding of your own experiences in
relation to spirituality and sexuality. The topic and your answers may elicit a range of emotions (including
discomfort, etc.). Except for your time and inconvenience, there are no foreseeable risks to you in
participating in this study. If you experience emotional stress due to the topic of this study, you may want
to talk to your clergy or a local counselor. You can also contact the statewide network for Crisis Counseling
at 1-888-568-1112.

Confidentiality

Please do not put your name on the survey. Since you will not be giving me your name, your information
will be anonymous. Once the research is completed, the questionnaires will be destroyed by shredding. The
results collected from this study may be published or used at a conference in the future.

Contact information

If you have any questions about the survey or the research project, please contact me at 207-453-4392 or by
email at hosborne(@umit.maine.edu or my thesis advisor Dr. Sandra Caron at 207-581-3138 or by email at

Sandy.Caron(@umit.maine.edu.

If you have any questions about your rights as a research participant, please contact
Gayle Anderson, Assistant to the University of Maine’s Protection of Human Rights Subject Review Board
at 207-581-1498 or email at Gayle. Anderson(@umit.maine.edu.

49



APPENDIX D: SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE

This questionnaire inquires about the relationship between spirituality and sexuality, and your
participation is extremely valuable. Since each person’s experiences are unique, there are no right or
wrong answers. You are invited to add your personal statements at the end. Please write anything
you feel is relevant even if you do not complete the questionnaire. All of the information will remain
anonymous. It will be used to educate and inform others. Thank you for your participation.
Hannah Osborne, LSW

Please check the alternatives that best describe your experience, adding whatever information may
be necessary.
1. Age: 2. Gender: Female  Crossgender
3. Ethnic identification (check all that apply)
Caucasian (white) ~ African-American (black) ~ Hispanic
Native American ~~ Asian  Other  (please specify)

4. Highest education completed:

Grade School High School College
Masters Doctorate Post Doctorate
S. Yearly household income: (in round numbers)

6. Relationship status:
No current partner Married ~ In a committed relationship
Divorced/separated _~ Widowed _ Other  (please specify)

7. Sexual orientation:
Heterosexual _ Lesbian__ Bisexual__ Other __ (please specify)

8. Religion you grew up with:

Roman Catholic Protestant Fundamentalist Christian
Jewish Buddhist Mormon UU Church
Atheist Agnostic None Other (please specify)
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9. Sexual romance and religious worship have many kinds of symbols and rituals in
common. (Please check all that you associate with both your sexuality and your spirituality.)

Candles Special foods

Incense Words of comfort
Flowers Words of love

Wine Laying on of hands
Music None of the above
Dancing Other (please specify)

10. What do sexuality and spirituality involve in your life?
(For each pair of statements, please check the line segment closest to the statement that best
reflects your experience.)
Sexuality Involves

| Excitement Boredom

2 Honmesty _ Deception
3 Caring forothers Caring for self
4 Numbedsenses Heightened senses

5 Intense body pleasure
6 Intense inner vitality

Minimal body pleasure
Minimal inner vitality

7 Constrajnt Liberation
8 Integration Fragmentation
9 Onenesswithself Distance from self
10 Oneness with partner Distance from partner
11 Oneness with a power Distance from a power
greater thanseltf greater than self
12 worship Blasphemy
13 Other (please specify)
Spirituality Involves
14 Excitement Boredom
15> Honesty Deception
16 Caring forothers Caring for self
17 Numbedsenses Heightened senses

18 Intense body pleasure
19 Intense inner vitality

Minimal body pleasure
Minimal inner vitality

20 Constraint _ Liberation
21 Integration Fragmentation
22 Onenesswithselfft Distance from self
23 Oneness with pattpner Distance from partner
24 Oneness with a power Distance from a power
greater thanselft _ greater than self

25 worship
26 Other (please specify)

Blasphemy

11. Which one of the above statements would you say is most true:
(1) of your current SEXUAL experience?
(2) of your current SPIRITUAL experience?

12. Sex needs to have a spiritual element to be really satisfying. (please check one)

Always true for me
Sometimes true for me
Neither true nor untrue for me
Seldom true for me

Never true for me
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13.

14.

15.

16.

Which of the following have contributed to sex being a spiritual experience for you?
(please check all that apply)

Being in love
Conceiving a baby
Being pregnant
Having no fear of getting pregnant

Feeling committed to my partner

Feeling free of responsibility to my partner
Feeling safe

Experiencing a personal crisis

Feeling in control
Feeling controlled
Being in the mood
Aggressive thrusting
Danger

Drinking or drugs
None of the above
Other (please specify)

Which of the following have you done to help bring a spiritual dimension to your sexual
experiences? (please check a/l that apply)

Made eye contact with my partner Kissed soulfully
Shared deep feelings with my partner Played music
Lit candles or incense Danced

Bathed Fantasized or daydreamed
Enjoyed special foods Laughed together
Meditated before getting physical Let go of control
Made love in a special place Did nothing special
Touched reverently
Other (please specify)

How have your spiritual beliefs led you to express your spirituality more fully? (please
check all that apply)

By affirming that love is good in all its forms and expressions

By teaching that making love is holy

By opening me to risk deeper intimacy

By giving me faith when I’ve felt like running away from pleasure
By sanctioning my feelings of longing and passion

By making the physical part of relationship into a sacrament
Other (please specify)

How have your spiritual beliefs prevented you from expressing your sexuality more
fully? (Please check all that apply)

By giving me the message that “good girls don’t”

By making sexual desire a source of guilt

By making the body a source of shame

By teaching that sex is not for pleasure, but for procreation

By teaching that pleasure is more important for a man than for a woman
By Keeping me from exploring sexual taboos

Other (please specify)
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17. Has anything else in your life prevented you from experiencing a sex-spirit connection?

18. Have you ever experienced sexual ecstasy?  Yes No

19. Have you ever experienced spiritual ecstasy? Yes No

Depression and/or anxiety
Physical disabilities
Worry about how 1 look
Getting older

Not having a partner I’ve never thought of spirituality as part of sex

Other (please specify)

(please check all that apply)

Childhood abuse Pregnancy
Abuse as an adult Parenthood
Drinking and/or drug use My partner only thinking about physical kicks

Not loving my partner

My partner not loving me

Sex isn’t that interesting to me
Spirituality isn’t that interesting to me

20.-21. Some people feel that experiences they associate with sexual satisfaction are similar

22.

23.

24.

to experiences they associate with spiritual satisfaction. What do you associate with
your sexual and/or spiritual satisfaction? (please check a// that apply)

Associate with:

20. Sexual satisfaction 21. Spiritual Satisfaction
Release of body tension
Release of emotional tension
Heightened senses
Clarity of understanding
Surge of energy
Peace and serenity
Feeling loved and accepted o
Feeling loving and accepting
Oneness with self
Oneness with partner
Oneness with nature
Oneness with a power greater than self
In a moment of SEXUAL ecstasy have you ever had a sense of experiencing
God/Universal energy? Yes No

In a moment of SPIRITUAL ecstasy have you ever had felt a surge of sexual
energy? Yes No

Please indicate how important the following concepts are for your present life

situation. (please circle numbers below)

Not at all Extremely

Important Important
Sexuality..... 1....... 2. 3. 4.... 5...... 6
Spirituality... 1 ...... 2 . 3.4 5. 6
Religion ...... 1 ...... 2. 3o 4. 5. 6
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25. Have you ever had a profound spiritual experience during sexual intimacy?
Yes No

If yes, please describe your experience. (Please provide as much detail as is comfortable for you
about your relationship with your partner, your feelings and your state of mind before, during and
after the actual encounter. It is not uncommon for individuals to use descriptions that include the
following--sense of wonder and amazement, emotional cleansing, God’s presence, intense union,
intense physical arousal, euphoria, transcendence, transformation, loss of the dimensions of time
and space, passionate awareness, holistic involvement, sense of blessing, ineffable mystery, and
sense of sacredness.)
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APPENDIX F: QUESTION 25 NARRATIVE COMMENTS

51-year-old woman:

“Over the years I have felt all of the underlined feelings (sense of wonder and
amazement, emotional cleansing, intense union, intense physical arousal,
euphoria, transcendence, transformation, loss of the dimensions of time and space,
passionate awareness, holistic involvement, ineffable mystery). My husband and 1
have been together for almost 30 years. Our sexual relationship ranges from
routine, to intense, to fun and new and daring. When I’ve been in the routine of
meditating regularly, I am able to carry that meditation with me thru (sic) my
daily life. When I carry that meditation into sexual intimacy, the physical and
emotional and spiritual intensity is heightened.”

56-year-old woman:

“On at least two occasions of sexual intimacy I felt a complete sense of power of
love — no boundaries experienced between us — and an incredible happiness and
peacefulness I had never experienced before. These incidents are recent since my
new spiritual beliefs and sexual relationship (with same long term partner) came
together after years of healing growth.”

59-year-old woman:
“I’ve felt at one with the Universe and not separate at all.”

63-year-old woman:
“In times of experiencing orgasm, I have had the sense of transcending my own
body, a sense of rising out of it, a liberation. Obviously these experiences have
involved intense physical arousal and a feeling of euphoria. There is definitely a
sense of sacredness to all of this as 1 believe that all acts of love are sacred.”

62-year-old woman:
“Freedom from inhibitions, to an extent.”

64-year-old woman:
“I was sexually abused to some degree from early age. It was not until I was on
my own, in my own home, I started on the healing journey which included
goddess study with accepting women, traditional therapy, Native American
studies and practice for about 20 years. A year and a half ago I turned my life over
to Creator and have had incredible experiences...A man came into my life...(and)

made me realize the extent of my healing. He is a very spiritual man and some of
our beliefs overlap. I have learned so much from him including what it means to
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be human, to live in love and not fear, about living a spiritual life by example.... |
though I’d loved and desired before, but that all pales in comparison. My body
has had desire to share this love in physical ways I never thought of doing. ... I
awake in the morning with his warm caring wrapped around me like a soft
blanket...and I feel incredibly safe.”

70-year-old woman:

“Spiritual element of sexual intimacy is usually a sense of closeness, wonder,
gratitude that such an experience is possible.”

78-year-old woman:
“Afterwards oneness with partner, gratitude, union. Abuse when I was 12 years

by family friend blurred my ability to be o0.k. physically; ashamed of, guilty about,
my body. This affected my spirit during sex.”
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