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Celibate Passions
Celibacy is a field day for ideologues. Conservative Catholics tend to speak of celibacy as if it were an idealized, angelic state, while feminist theologians such as Uta Ranke-Heinemann say, angrily, that celibate hatred of sex is hatred of women. That celibacy constitutes the hatred of sex seems to be a given in popular mythology, and we need only look at newspaper accounts of sex abuse by priests to see evidence of celibacy that isn't working. One could well assume that this is celibacy, impure and simple. And this is unfortunate, because celibacy practiced rightly is not at all a hatred of sex; in fact it has the potential to address the troubling sexual idolatry of our culture. 

One benefit of the nearly ten years that I've been affiliated with the Benedictines as an oblate, or associate, has been the development of deep friendships with celibate men and women. This has led me to ponder celibacy that works, practiced by people who are fully aware of themselves as sexual beings but who express their sexuality in a celibate way. That is, they manage to sublimate their sexual energies toward another purpose than sexual intercourse and procreation. Are they perverse, their lives necessarily stunted? Cultural prejudice would say yes, but I have my doubts. I've seen too many wise old monks and nuns whose celibate practice has allowed them to incarnate hospitality in the deepest sense. In them, the constraints of celibacy have somehow been transformed into an openness. They exude a sense of freedom. 

The younger celibates are more edgy. Still contending mightily with what one friend calls "the raging orchestra of my hormones," they are more obviously struggling to contain their desire for intimacy and physical touch within the bounds of celibacy. Often they find their loneliness intensified by the incomprehension of others. In a culture that denies the value of their striving, they are made to feel like fools, or worse. 

Americans are remarkably tone-deaf when it comes to the expression of sexuality. The sexual formation that many of us receive is like the refrain of an old Fugs song: "Why do ya like boobs a lot--ya gotta like boobs a lot." The jiggle of tits and ass, penis and pectorals assaults us everywhere--billboards, magazines, television, movies. Orgasm becomes just another goal; we undress for success. It's no wonder that in all this powerful noise, the quiet tones of celibacy are lost. 

But celibate people have taught me that celibacy, practiced rightly, does indeed have something valuable to say to the rest of us. Specifically, they have helped me better appreciate both the nature of friendship and what it means to be married. They have also helped me recognize that celibacy, like monogamy, is not a matter of the will disdaining and conquering the desires of the flesh, but a discipline requiring what many people think of as undesirable, if not impossible--a conscious form of sublimation. Like many people who came into adulthood during the sexually permissive 1960s, I've tended to equate sublimation with repression. But my celibate friends have made me see the light; accepting sublimation as a normal part of adulthood makes me more realistic about human sexual capacities and expression. It helps me better respect the bonds and boundaries of marriage. 

Any marriage has times of separation, ill health, or just plain crankiness in which sexual intercourse is ill advised. And it is precisely the skills of celibate friendship--fostering intimacy through letters, conversation, performing mundane tasks together (thus rendering them pleasurable), savoring the holy simplicity of a shared meal or a walk together at dusk--that help a marriage survive the rough spots. When you can't make love physically, you figure out other ways to do it. 

The celibate impulse in monasticism runs deep and has an interfaith dimension. It is the Dalai Lama who has said, "If you're a monk, you're celibate. If you're not celibate, you're not a monk." Monastic people are celibate for a very practical reason: The kind of community life to which they aspire can't be sustained if people are pairing off. Even in churches in which the clergy are often married--Episcopal and Russian Orthodox, for example--their monks and nuns are celibate. And while monastic novices may be carried along for a time on the swells of communal spirit, when that blissful period inevitably comes to an end the loneliness is profound. One gregarious monk in his early 30s told me that just as he thought he'd settled into the monastery, he woke up in a panic one morning, wondering if he'd wake up lonely for the rest of his life. 

Another monk I know regards celibacy as the expression of an essential human loneliness, a perspective that helps him as a hospital chaplain when he is called upon to minister to the dying. I knew him when he was still resisting his celibate call. The resistance usually came out as anger directed toward his abbot and community, more rarely as misogyny. I was fascinated to observe the process by which he came to accept the sacrifices that a celibate, monastic life requires. He's easier to be with now; he's a better friend. 

This is not irony so much as grace: In learning to be faithful to his vow of celibacy, the monk developed his talent for relationship. It's a common story. I've seen the demands of Benedictine hospitality--the requirement that all visitors be received as Christ--convert shy young men who fear women into monks who can enjoy their company. 

Celibates tend to value friendship very highly. And my friendships with celibate men, both gay and straight, give me some hope that men and women don't live in alternate universes. In 1990s America, this sometimes feels like a countercultural perspective. Male celibacy, in particular, can become radically countercultural insofar as it rejects the consumerist model of sexuality that reduces a woman to the sum of her parts. I have never had a monk friend make an insinuating remark along the lines of "You have beautiful eyes" (or legs, breasts, knees, elbows, nostrils), the kind of remark women grow accustomed to deflecting. A monk is supposed to give up the idea of possessing anything, including women. 

Ideally, in giving up the sexual pursuit of women (whether as demons or as idealized vessels of purity) the male celibate learns to relate to them as human beings. That many fail to do so, that the power structures of the Catholic Church all but dictate failure in this regard, comes as no surprise. What is a surprise is what happens when it works. For when men have truly given up the idea of possessing women, a healing thing occurs. I once met a woman in a monastery guest house who had come there because she was pulling herself together after being raped, and she needed to feel safe around men again. I've seen young monks astonish an obese and homely college student by listening to her with as much interest and respect as to her conventionally pretty roommate. On my 40th birthday, as I happily blew out four candles on a cupcake ("one for each decade," a monk in his 20s cheerfully proclaimed), I realized that I could enjoy growing old with these guys. 

As celibacy takes hold in a person, as monastic values supersede the values of the culture outside the monastery, celibates become people who can radically affect those of us out "in the world," if only because they've learned how to listen without possessiveness, without imposing themselves. In talking to someone who is practicing celibacy well, we may sense that we're being listened to in a refreshingly deep way. And this is the purpose of celibacy, not to attain some impossibly cerebral goal mistakenly conceived as "holiness," but to make oneself available to others, body and soul. Celibacy, simply put, is a form of ministry--not an achievement one can put on a résumé but a subtle form of service. In theological terms, one dedicates one's sexuality to God through Jesus Christ, a concept and a terminology I find extremely hard to grasp. All I can do is catch a glimpse of people who are doing it, incarnating celibacy in a mysterious, pleasing, and gracious way. 

The attractiveness of the celibate is that he or she can make us feel appreciated, enlarged, no matter who we are. I have two nun friends who invariably have this effect on me, no matter what the circumstances of our lives on those occasions when we meet. The thoughtful way in which they converse, listening and responding with complete attention, is a marvel. And when I first met a man I'll call Tom, I wrote in my notebook, "Such tenderness in a man... and a surprising, gentle, kindly grasp of who I am." 

I realized that I had found a remarkable friend. I was also aware that Tom and I were fast approaching the rocky shoals of infatuation--a man and a woman, both decidedly heterosexual, responding to each other in unmistakably sexual ways. We laughed a lot; we had playful conversations as well as serious ones; we took delight in each other. At times we were alarmingly responsive to one another, and it was all too easy to fantasize about expressing that responsiveness in physical ways. 

The danger was real but not insurmountable; I sensed that if our infatuation were to develop into love, that is, to ground itself in grace rather than utility, our respect for each other's commitments--his to celibacy, mine to monogamy--would make the boundaries of behavior very clear. We had few regrets, and yet for both of us there was an underlying sadness, the pain of something incomplete. Suddenly, the difference between celibate friendship and celibate passion had become a reality; at times the pain was excruciating. 

Tom and I each faced a crisis the year we met--his mother died, I suffered a disastrous betrayal--and it was the intensity of those unexpected, unwelcome experiences that helped me to understand that in the realm of the sacred, what seems incomplete or unattainable may be abundance after all. Human relationships are by their nature incomplete--after 21 years my husband remains a mystery to me, and I to him, and that is as it should be. Only hope allows us to know and enjoy the depth of our intimacy. 

Appreciating Tom's presence in my life as a miraculous, unmerited gift helped me to place our relationship in its proper, religious context, and also to understand why it was that when I'd seek him out to pray with me, I'd always leave feeling so much better than when I came. This was celibacy at its best--a man's sexual energies so devoted to the care of others that a few words could lift me out of despair, give me the strength to reclaim my life. Celibate love was at the heart of it, although I can't fully comprehend the mystery of why this should be so. Celibate passion--elusive, tensile, holy. 

When invited to write this article I was asked, "Why does the Church impose celibacy?" In the case of women (or men) who belong to religious communities in the Roman Catholic Church, it is not really accurate to say that celibacy is imposed on them. Sometimes there are movements in support of married clergy or women's ordination, but there are no movements campaigning for married religious sisters, religious brothers, or priest-members of religious communities. It would be a contradiction in terms, for celibacy is something inherent in this way of giving one's life to God.

I would like to affirm that the commitment to celibacy in a religious congregation is a deliberate choice, not an imposition; that it has a positive value and can be empowering. No one is obliged to choose it, as Catholics are as free as anyone else to organise themselves in any kind of association they wish, with or without celibacy, and just get on with it. No one nowadays is forced into religious life, yet some women who have other attractive options still find it good to belong to a body of women united by a lifelong commitment to a common vision inspired by the Christian gospel; united by shared ideals which are more attainable together than alone; and united especially by each one's personal experience of relationship with God, God as made known in the human face of a certain Jesus of Nazareth, who did not experience marriage or parenthood, yet certainly was a loving and loved human being, ready to give his life for others, on a daily basis as well as in the ultimate sense.

What motivates women to choose a life where a celibate commitment is central? Undeniably there is plenty of scope for unhealthy motivations such as all kinds of unconscious fears, and unrealistic and romanticised expectations of oneself and of religious life. For this reason, responsible groups require a careful psychological assessment of applicants and are in no hurry to accept everyone who shows an interest.

But my purpose is to reflect on the possibility of healthy, mature and life-giving motivations for such a choice. The phenomenon of active religious life-i.e., active solidarity with people in any kind of need-as it has evolved in the last two centuries has accumulated a wealth of experience of celibate living. Of course there have been some aberrations. But much of this experience demonstrates, by the example of the lives of numerous individuals, that celibate living at its best is entirely compatible with the unfolding of a warm and balanced personality in a life where one's gifts and talents can be well developed and given very full scope. This has relevance for all women who, whether by choice or circumstance, are celibate.

What about the negative side of celibacy, an absence of natural fulfillment? Our natural human instincts draw us to desire a loving partner, a life together, children and grandchildren. Never to know these precious experiences of human life is, of course, a real loss. To integrate this loss, as far as I know from personal experience and that of others, calls for attentiveness to the spiritual dimension involved in being a human being.

Celibacy creates a vacuum which God does not fill. God can never be to us a substitute for a spouse or a child, but only God. The vacuum can be filled by material comforts, work and achievement, or dulled by TV and trivial pastimes. Better, the vacuum can be allowed to remain unfilled. This leads us to the all-important role of prayer in the life of one who is celibate out of a spiritual motivation. Prayer is the readiness to stay with that vacuum, just as when a loved one is physically absent, nothing can fill the gap, but somehow it is important to leave the gap unfilled, as it is that very gap which keeps the loved one present to our mind and heart.

Leaving the vacuum unfilled fosters the search for the deeper source of our lives, however we image that according to our religious faith, experience and intuitive wisdom. All of us, faced with the experience that even the most beloved partner or child can never be everything to us, are engaged in this search. St. Augustine's: "You have made us for yourself, O God, and our hearts are restless till they rest in you," if true, is true for everybody.

Being celibate can help to widen our horizons. It can highlight and deepen awareness that we are all responsible for each other. Whether a child is ours or not makes no difference. What is significant is if the child is in need and if I have the power to do something about that. "I would like to do more but I cannot because I must think of my responsibilities to my own family" is not the case.

No one healthily opts for celibacy for its own sake, as if it were a value in itself, which as a negative thing it cannot be. What we opt for is the possibility of devoting our energy, talents, capacity for loving, where they can most be of service, where they are most needed.

A single woman with the strength of a highly committed group beside her and behind her, is in a privileged position of freedom to discern: "Is where I am now and what I am doing the place and the activity where I can make my fullest contribution?" When this woman chooses religious life it is not because she has a great desire to be celibate or that she doesn't value normal human relationships. It's rather that she cares enough to be ready to sacrifice one level of fulfillment for the sake of the consequent freedom to look at a wider horizon of the world's needs and discern where to devote her energy, talents and capacity for love. There is a great strength in belonging to a group where all the members want to do this, and not just as isolated individuals but as a group.

All kinds of groups are inspired by a conviction of universal kinship and a willingness to expend themselves for the well-being of someone else. It is by no means a monopoly of celibate people. It is also worth mentioning that there is a movement in lots of religious congregations today to widen the scope of membership, and to work out a new form of commitment for people who do not feel drawn to a lifelong or celibate commitment but who like what they find in the religious group: the dimension of community, of spirituality, resources to initiate and sustain imaginative and practical projects of solidarity with materially deprived or marginalised people. Such people would like a looser form of membership so as to share in the "mission" of the group for a certain period of time. Many religious congregations are beginning to experiment with this model.

To affirm one life option should not be to negate others. Two highly motivated and dedicated people, for example, may discover that their love for one another leads to marriage or some form of committed sexual relationship, and find in it greater support and inspiration to persevere in making the best contribution they can to life through generously sharing their talents and particular field of expertise. And among the best gifts they could offer to life might well be their own children.

Love is not a limited commodity, as if one will have less to give to the wider community if one gives to partner and children. One might even have more to give. There are many ways to do the same thing-love people and try to make the fullest contribution we can to the world during the short time that we are passing through it.

The point I am making is simply that celibacy, too, can be empowering if it is part of an option for loving people and giving of one's best for them and with them. Far from being developmentally destructive it can facilitate a person's full development as a human being who does not love possessively.


Glossary:

CELIBACY: Sexual singleness which can mean "an affirmation of autonomy and independence." (Sona Osma 1983, 28) Source: Amazons, Bluestockings and Crones: A Feminist Dictionary, 1992

CHASTITY: A sexual innocence demanded of young women but not of young men who "are expected to chase women and if they can to seduce them; the women being classed as 'fair game.'" (Shirley Ardener, 1978, 36) Source: Amazons, Bluestockings and Crones: A Feminist Dictionary, 1992
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Celibacy Goes Mainstream

Celibacy originally meant the state of not being married. But those were the days when being single and not having sex were generally synonymous. I use the term the new celibacy in a broader sense, to define a psychophysical state, without reference to marital status or any other sociological factors. . . .
    So what is this psychophysical state? First of all, it is a sexual state. While it's true that it is experienced as not having sex, celibacy is not 'asexuality.' It does not mean not having sexual feelings, although the patterns of sexual response may change profoundly. In this way, perhaps we can best think about celibacy as the rest state of sexuality, where the sexual response becomes more diffuse, expanding in many directions beyond a simple genital response. . . .
    [U]nder some circumstances, celibacy can be a repression of sexuality, leading to a diminished response to life and personal growth. But generally, if it is chosen for positive reasons, it can have quite the opposite effect, whether such effects are social or spiritual or health-related. . . .
    According to a 1988 annual 'sex survey,' reported in Canada's Maclean's Magazine, between 1987 and 1988 there was a 20 percent decrease in the 'somewhat active' category, a 50 percent increase in those having less frequent sex, and a 25 percent increase in those giving up sex entirely. And although fear of AIDS increased behavioral changes in sex for 40 percent of the respondents, it still did not account for all changes in all categories. . . .
    According to a longitudinal study on sexual attitudes conducted by research psychologist Srully Blotnick: 
· The number of women opting for celibacy has quadrupled in the past ten years, up from 2 to 3 percent to a current figure of about 10 percent.
· Far fewer women would opt to have casual sex (sex with someone they don't love) in the mid-1980s (28 percent) than would have had casual sex in the 1960s (43 percent) or the 1970s (37 percent).
· In 1980, it was estimated that less than one half of 1 percent of men were celibate. By 1986, that number increased eight-fold to 4 percent. Today it may be as high as 8 percent among heterosexual men and around 10 percent among homosexual men.
· Interest in casual sex among all males similarly decreased by one-third in a decade, from 74 percent in the 1970s to 48 percent in the mid-1980s. . . . 
    Even among monogamous married couples who need not be fearful of disease, there is a significant decrease in sexual activity. Accoording to a recent Redbook survey, over 40 percent of married women have sex once a week or less compared with a similar survey taken in 1974 when the figure was 28 percent. . . .
    In a demographically weighted study of 1550 respondents, the D'Arcy, Masius, Benton, and Bowles ad agency found that when the respondents were asked what gives them a 'great deal of pleasure and satisfaction,' 68 percent choose TV, 61 percent friends, 59 percent helping others, 58 percent vacations, 56 percent hobbies, 55 percent reading. Sex came in at 42 percent, nearly tied with food at 41 percent. The study concluded that today, more people find more pleasure in watching TV, helping others, reading, and in pursuing their various hobbies than in having sex. . . .
    In 1987, the Centers for Disease Control (CDC) reported that some 12 million people each year are infected with STDs, up 33 percent or four million since 1980. In addition, some 20 million individuals are said to be infected with genital herpes, and an estimated six million with chlamydia, an infectious, debilitating yeast condition. But among the many identifiable sexually transmitted diseases, none is more frightening or more devastating than AIDS.
    As of early 1988, according to the CDC, there were over 50,000 adults diagnosed with AIDS in the United States. Another 1.5 million Americans may have the human immuno-deficiency virus (HIV), which could eventually manifest as AIDS. . . . 
    In a 'Celibacy Study' conducted by none other than Penthouse magazine, it was concluded that celibacy is 'taking on a new respectability': 
Less than half the men and fewer than 40 percent of the women said they were celibate because of fear of disease. And they found benefits in being celibate, particularly emotional and spiritual ones. Seventy-four percent of the women and 68 percent of the men felt that their views of the opposite sex were broadened by the experience. And more than half concluded that being celibate was a healthy thing to do. 
                    . . . As celibacy makes inroads into our social lives, it is also becoming part of our psychological makeup. In 1980, we identified a trend toward less sex as 'lack of interest.' Called 'inhibited sexual desire,' this was considered the number-one patient complaint in the mental health field. In one study of married couples reported in the New England Journal of Medicine, one-third of the couples said they had sex two or three times a month or less; in another study, reported in the American Journal of Psychiatry, one-third of the married men and women were sexually abstinent on the average for two months at a time and many for three months and longer.
    Noting a growing national trend among both single and married people toward less sex, members of the American Association of Sex Educators, Counselors and Therapists reported that as many as half their patients considered the lack of sexual desire their primary reason for seeking counseling. . . . [Some] sex therapists tend to view this reduced sex interest as pathological. . . . [Other professionals noted] that neither men nor women either needed or wanted sex all that much. Under the social pressure to be more sexual, many had denied their real desires to move toward less sexual activity, but they regarded their emerging celibate status in a very positive way. . . .
    The focus on sex means that we are continuously bombarded with all kinds of mirages of fulfillment. This leads to what sex researchers John Gagnon and William Simon call in their book Sexual Conduct, 'an over-enriched conception of sexual behavior.' People end up thinking they are more sexual than they really are. And they feel they should live up to a false picture of sexuality that has been created as a standard.
    The role of sex has also become further distorted by its overemphasis in the field of psychotherapy. A large number of therapists tend to encourage patients to dwell on sex at the expense of other, perhaps more pressing, problems. . . . One result of this narrowing vision is that the majority of people seeking professional help may conclude that their current state of unhappiness is caused by one sexual hang-up or another. Since sex is often used to relieve frustration that has occurred in another domain, it is not surprising that many men and women come to view all kinds of frustration as sexual. . . .
    Besides its mental health value, we are also led to believe that sex is 'good' for us in the same way that healthy foods, exercise, meditation, and other things have been found to raise the quality and longevity of life. . . . [T]he deceptive impression has been created that one must be sexually active to remain healthy. The 'use-it-or-lose-it' school of sexologists exploits fears of growing old to the fullest by making it seem as if sexual performance were the true test of youth and aliveness. (Actually, many cultures, particularly Eastern cultures . . . believe that sex can have a weakening effect on the physical and mental abilities of people of all ages.) . . .
    It has been found that people don't need or even want sex as much as they think they do. According to the research findings of Gagnon and Simon, 'It is demonstrable that sexual activity is in fact not a very powerful drive and the word "drive" itself may be a misnomer.' . . . They maintain that sexuality is actually that particular aspect of human development where the triumph of the 'sociocultural over the biological level is most complete.' . . .
    [A]s our ideas and attitudes toward sex evolve, so do our physiological responses. . . . [S]ex has been demonstrated to be less interesting to people who are more fully developed in all other areas. . . . Dr. Abraham Maslow found that sex was not a preoccupation within the self-actualized groups . . . [He] reported that a self-actualizing person could be sexually abstinent with no harmful effects because he or she would be comfortable with the experience and not feel it as a deprivation. . . .
    All sexual activity follows a mental score, a fantasy of Events to Take Place. And for an event to be sexual, human beings require far more than the physical acts. (Just ask anyone who has ever been raped.) It is the mental appreciation and its emotional orchestration that makes an event sexual. Breast and genital examinations and mouth-to-mouth resuscitation generally take place without sexual arousal, but in the right frame of mind, these acts become highly sexual. The mind makes a continuum, a 'story,' out of a succession of physical moments. . . .
    The fact that sex is predominantly a mental experience through which the body is manipulated means that it is pointless to argue that, as a sexual being, one is at the mercy of one's physiological responses entirely. 'The urge to merge' sexually is a thought before it is an action. So in general people decide when it is appropriate to be sexual. In this regard, sex is not only a mental activity, it is also a voluntary activity. . . .
    Sometimes we forget that being sexual is a choice. If we are feeling sexy, we may think we have to 'do something' about it; otherwise, we'll be repressing an uncontrollable physical urge that will lead to frustration and anxiety. Actually, there is no real need to be sexual so far as human physiology is concerned. If one is, fine; if one is not, fine. The desire will most likely subside. Unlike hunger, thirst, and the craving for intimacy -- which are the real needs -- physical sexual gratification is far less necessary than imagined. . . .
    [T]he reason most of us decide in favor of being sexual as much as possible is because we've been taught that sex is the road to personal fulfillment. This is one of the most destructive myths about sex -- that there is such a thing as permanent fulfillment on the sexual level.
    No matter how great an orgasm one has or how great an orgasm one's partner has, sex does not bring fulfillment. And if something more deep and permanent is desired in the expression of love and one does not even experience it, one may feel unfulfilled, even saddened by the sexual act. There is a clear psychological description of this feeling called 'postcoital tristesse' or 'sadness after sex.' . . . Many people, believing that sex is the only way to become fulfilled, spend years searching for lasting happiness in sexual encounters. Such is the loneliness of the sexual seeker who continues to search for personal liberation in a series of static encounters. In this fixed pattern of behavior, there is always a feeling of futility, of going nowhere. . . .
    [S]ooner or later, no matter how much you love your partner, you are going to get bored once you run out of ways to progress in sexual expression. This may not happen in a week of lovemaking, but it can easily occur after five or ten years of marriage. At that point, a couple may start to question the validity of their relationship -- and whether they are really in love.
    This is an all-too-common occurrence in marriage. And of course a great and tragic misunderstanding. For if the partners see sexual activity as the key to the entire relationship or even as a reflection of the quality of the relationship, they may convince themselves that the relationship is over, done for. In fact, they may have grown beyond the need for sex and the sexual level of relating for a time and it may indicate . . . the right moment to start to experience each other on an entirely new plane of union . . .
    Artists, business people, scientists, writers -- anybody who creates, people who meditate, religious people, young children, and many others have all reported experiences of transcending that often take place in very ordinary circumstances. . . . These moments of transcendence may indeed occur during sex or they may not. But we do ourselves and our lovers a great disservice if we continue to seek the spiritual experience of unboundedness only in the sexual realm. Because we've been taught to look for the earth to move during sex, we might blindly focus all our spiritual hopes on this one limited channel of experience. And in so doing we eliminate more fruitful paths to obtaining the fulfillment we desire.
    But once we become aware that what we are seeking through sex is something other than sex, we may decide to take attention off sex entirely, in order to explore whatever else is available. This shift in attention occurs naturally as one gains increased satisfaction in other experiences -- in the ability to love, in the development of creative expression, in the achievement of success in any activity. As one grows, one inevitably wants to experience the kind of profundity of expression enjoyed in all other parts of life. If the quality of sex doesn't measure up, sex begins to move out of the limelight.
    This is a primary reason why people entertain celibacy as a possibility at some time in their lives -- because they want to experience and express something closer and more representative of their own nature than even sex. It can be thought of as the desire for something more eternal, more permanent. And when individuals start to desire this fuller kind of self-expression, everything they do has to be re-evaluated in light of these new desires.
    Celibacy is a state of life known only to humans. The fact that one can be celibate if one so chooses is an indication of the growth of freedom. Natural life has evolved from the state of determined sexuality experienced by the lower animals to a state of potential sexuality wherein human beings are free to choose to be sexual or not.
    This book is principally addressed to those for whom celibacy may be chosen as a positive life experience, although not necessarily for a lifetime. . . . [T]wo main categories of celibacy can and ought to be distinguished. One is celibacy freely chosen and the other is celibacy based on repression and fear of sex, what can be called 'celibacy by default.' . . .
    [M]ost of our traditional knowledge about celibacy comes from that group of spiritual men and women who have made a total commitment to a celibate life for the sake of a higher goal, often religious in nature.
    In certain religions and on some spiritual paths, a person may choose to be celibate for life in order to keep his or her attention on the most elevated levels of knowledge and experience in devotion to God. The purity and dignity of such a deep personal commitment to God found in the various traditions of religious celibacy often serve to inspire the society. . . .
    Even Freud, who could never seem to leave a sexually repressed rock unturned, admitted that many life celibates may have grown beyond ordinary sexual needs and desires. He wrote: 'What they bring about in themselves in this way is a state of evenly suspended, steadfast, affectionate feeling, which has little external resemblance any more to the stormy agitations of genital love.' However, . . . not all celibacy in the name of religion produces such spiritually beneficial results. . . .
    Life celibates are usually individuals who are physically, mentally, and socially self-sufficient and who have no real need of other people in order to be happy, even though they may be devoted to helping others. But there is another dimension of celibate living -- what could be called perhaps 'secular celibacy' -- that includes some aspects of religious celibate life and some aspects of everyday social life. . . .
    The most important reason for becoming celibate by choice is that we recognize that we want to be. Just as one can decide to be sexual, one can decide to be celibate -- for a week or two, for a month, for a year, even for many years.
    And how do you know if it might be a good time for you to try a little celibacy? Well, one way to know is when the desire for sex diminishes. If your attention is not on sex, it's easy to be celibate. If, on the other hand, you are always thinking about sex and full of sexual fantasies, it might not be the right time to be celibate. . . .
    If it is more comfortable not to be sexual than to be sexual, then it is a natural kind of celibacy. On the mental level, if one's attention is not on sex, that too is indicative of a natural time of celibacy. Sexual fantasies tend to drop off as one becomes more celibate, as one's attention moves to other sources of enjoyment in life. If, however, one is physically celibate yet always thinking about sex and full of sexual fantasies, celibacy may not feel natural. . . .
    [C]elibate people . . . report that it becomes increasingly easier to be celibate the longer one remains celibate. On the other hand, there is no evidence to suggest that the ability to have sex is ever lost through celibacy. (In fact, short periods of celibacy may be the best cure for sexual problems such as impotence.) What may be lost is the desire for sex. As one becomes celibate, one may first lose not one's sexual desires but the desire for sexual desire. In this culture, the possibility of losing the desire to have sex may be thought of as akin to quiet death. But nature is much better-natured than that; if the desire to have sex goes, celibate people say, it is because the desire for other, even more important experiences has replaced it.
    For some people, becoming celibate means being in control of their lives. A realization may have come that sex is not as enjoyable as they would like, yet they drifted along in sexual activity anyway. . . . If sex has become unfulfilling but one continues to participate, it takes on a character of unnaturalness. That means that sex has become an inappropriate means of expression of the personality at that time. If people are expressing something other than what they are or less than what they are at any given moment, they will feel frustrated, less open, less full, diminished, cut off from their feelings.
    The fuller levels of feeling, the deep levels of tenderness and intimacy, can easily be lost in sex because sexual activity is so dominating and tends to hold the focus of attention when people are making love. You may yearn to express these deeper parts to your lover but may end up expressing only the sexual. It is then that an individual or a couple may decide in favor of celibacy. It may not be a long period of celibacy -- perhaps only a week or two -- but it can be just what is needed at the time. . . .
    Celibacy is a way of breaking boundaries, old patterns of behavior that exist between the mind and body, between the self and others. It enables one to be free of sexuality in order to evaluate and experience joys of life without sex. . . .                  

The Old Celibacy

In the life of the religious, celibacy has long been a spiritual discipline, an exercise for the devotee to advance in spiritual growth. It has been suggested that celibacy offers a way for the religious individual to have his or her attention most purely absorbed in the commitment to seeking and experiencing God. . . .
    Of all the world religions past and present, celibacy is most widely practiced in the Eastern religions, particularly in Hinduism. Just as one does not have to be a priest to lead a religious life within Hinduism, one does not have to be a priest to be celibate. The male and female celibate devotees, whether priests or not, are the sadhus -- the 'holy ones.'
    In the 5000-year-old Hindu tradition, the ideal spiritual life consists of four stages, representing four developmental behavioral stages of ideal human growth. One begins with the brahmacharya (celibate) life of the young student. Around age ten, the brahmacharin embarks upon a rigorous training in knowledge in which his celibate status serves as the basis for growing consciousness. He studies, usually with a master, while maintaining celibacy for the next twelve years. This training is followed by a second stage, garhasthya -- the active daily life of marriage and family. Not all marry at this time; some continue as monks and remain celibate for their entire lives, but most marry and raise families. Both paths -- that of the celibate and of the householder -- are equally respected in Hinduism.
    Of those who have married, some will continue to uphold the spiritual commitment to ideal life and choose to leave active life to become religious recluses during the third stage, vanaprastha. Some married couples go together to the forest or mountains, but as celibates, for this third stage is a return to celibate life. It is a time to be free of worldly possessions and family duties and continues into the last stage, sanyasa, which requires a life completely alone, the renunciation of all family and friends as well as all material things. The sanyasin enjoys silence through meditation and is committed to radiating the purity of his or her highly developed consciousness throughout the universe. . . .
    In the Eastern traditions, celibacy represents a discipline to gain enlightenment, whereby all the physical, mental, and emotional energy of the body, mind, and senses is directed toward progressively higher levels of evolution. . . .
    In general, sex in the East represents the spending of energy, and celibacy its conservation. Excessive sexual interest is not considered a sin but rather a weakness, an unnecessary waste of mental and physical energy, whereas celibacy represents mental and physical strength through the conserving of energy. . . . But one has to be sexually ready to be celibate. . . . 
Celibacy and the Growth of Consciousness

. . . Becoming celibate seems to occur spontaneously, like other natural events -- in keeping with particular social, emotional, and spiritual needs and desires and with a corresponding minimizing of sexual urgency. This description of the celibate experience is at the heart of almost every discussion one has with people practicing celibacy.
    If the possibility of celibacy is natural for some people at certain times, then there must be some aspect of human development which can enable this experience to come about naturally.
    Celibacy outside religious life is very new to our society. Yet it seems to be emerging now, in an age of increasing emphasis on self-development, expansion of inner boundaries, wholeness of life, strengthening the society from within. The focus is more and more on new ways of relating to each other, new modes of interpersonal expression that take people beyond the ordinary experiences of daily routine. As personal goals change in line with the evolution of inner lives, sexuality is changing as well. Dr. June Singer has written: 'Evolutionary consciousness heralds the new age. . . . We are aware of how much we can control our sexuality and of the ramifications of all the ways in which we do control it.' And, she continues: 'The new era we are entering will require a shift from the exclusively personal viewpoint to one that includes the transpersonal, a shift from an egocentric position toward a universal orientation. . . .'
    . . . There is no doubt that such a shift is in keeping with the growth of consciousness. As Herbert Richardson has proposed, 'Even to imagine the possibility that sexual desire can be renounced involves the presence of a new kind of consciousness.'
    In light of this new awareness, it is only natural that all aspects of sexuality be evaluated -- not just how you are having sex or with whom but whether you really want to or not, whether having sex is in keeping at any given time with all other developments going on in your life.
    There are those who believe that having sex is opposed to the growth of consciousness, at least sex with orgasm. Because when you have an orgasm, you actually lose consciousness for a moment. The other times loss of consciousness occurs are during sleep, during illness (i.e., when you faint or are in a coma), or when you are overly intoxicated from some drug such as alcohol. Now, it is true that loss of consciousness during sex usually occurs for only seconds at most. But according to neurologist Richard Mayeux, reporting in the New England Journal of Medicine, it has been found that some people 'experience a profound amnesia and disorientation for several hours after having sexual intercourse.'
    In the eleventh and twelfth centuries, notes Richardson, sex was considered sinful for just this reason: 'Because it involved the temporary suspension of man's reason and voluntary freedom . . . at least in the moment of orgasm.'
    Sex therapists today often advise their clients to allow themselves to lose consciousness during sex in order to have a 'full' experience of it, in order to get them to stop thinking and analyzing during sex. As William Masters writes, 'To a degree your own pleasure is dulled because you are not lost in the experience -- you're observing. . . .'
    So losing consciousness during lovemaking or being 'lost' in the experience is said to be beneficially pleasurable for some people. But for those who are fully 'there,' who can maintain full alertness, observing is a very natural part of all experience -- not something to avoid but something that increases enjoyment. And actually, one is really only fully appreciative of something if one is not lost in it. By remaining within oneself, centered, aware, not overwhelmed by the experience, the chances are that the experience will be much more full, more clearly perceived, felt, understood, and enjoyed. This happens because as humans we have the unique capability of experiencing something and simultaneously being aware that we are experiencing it. So when we're having a good time, we know we're having a good time. But if we are doing something that ought to be pleasurable (from past experience) and isn't, we're aware that we're not having a god time. And indeed such a situation occurs when there has been a change in consciousness and explains why desires, including sexual ones, change throughout one's life. . . .
    As sensory pleasure becomes more refined, higher states of consciousness are experienced. So as higher human pleasures come to replace lower ones, intellectual and emotional functions may minimize or inhibit sexual response.
    Remembering that as one develops, sex becomes more complex and more mental, it is not surprising that this growth of consciousness could lead to another option -- one of no sex, or celibacy -- if sex is replaced by other mental, emotional, or spiritual pleasures. Although in Western culture it is much less clear how celibacy fits into and advances psychosexual growth than in the East, this idea is nonetheless found in many of the developmental theories of Western psychology -- where sexuality is understood as 'one step along the way to developing the capacity to love.'
    The eminent philosopher Pierre Teilhard de Chardin describes the growth of human life as a series of steps in which a person integrates his self-love, his social life, and his orientation to God or spiritual life. Teilhard labels these steps of growth: affectionization, sensitization, and universalization. . . .
    According to Maslow's research, the highest human need is 'self-actualization' or the need to fulfill one's human potential. The higher needs are the more integrated, the more human responses which incorporate more of a person's capacities. In Maslow's hierarchy of needs, self-actualization comes after physiological and safety needs and after the needs for affection, achievement, and esteem. When we choose, Maslow says, we choose the higher need over the lower one, if we've been experiencing both.
    In this 'needs' progression, Maslow found that genital abstinence or celibacy is not in any way psychologically harmful in the most integrated, most self-actualized people functioning at the highest levels of human expression. What he found was that one's intellectual and emotional understanding and attitude toward celibacy is what makes it healthy or not. . . .
    Throughout history, a universal idea has prevailed that sexual energy for nonprocreative purposes can either be 'used up' in sexual activity or 'contained' for upholding the development of the body and the mind. This sex energy was seen as the fuel for opening these channels of experience, not only in the East but in the alchemy of the Europeans during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. . . .
    Even today there are people everywhere who maintain that physical orgasm has a draining effect on both mind and body that results in an overall energy loss in the system. To prevent this loss, many athletes, actors, musicians, and other performers forego sex before the game, the show, the concert. . . .
    In the East, the expansion of consciousness and the transformation of sexual energy have been generally observed to be highly correlated events. . . . In this view, sexual energy has two purposes: one is procreation and the other is its usefulness in the transformation of consciousness -- from a near-animal state to a universal consciousness of God; from 'unconscious' to 'all-conscious.' . . .
    [I]f one doesn't discharge sexual energy in orgasm, it becomes converted into other levels of energy. The idea is that the cells are revitalized by a high frequency of energy generated throughout the body, keeping one vibrant by maintaining a vitality of body and mind.
    As a form of self-actualization of the body that is integrated with mental powers, whether achieved with the help of celibacy or not, this higher integration of mind-body functioning enables one to establish spirituality as a physical reality. The 'magic' powers attained by various people throughout history were also said to be related to the physical manifestation of this high psychic energy. . . .
    For a long time, Freud's theory identifying creativity as sublimated sexuality made creativity seem like a kind of second-class sexuality -- valid, but not The Real Thing. But with the broader picture coming from Eastern sources as well as Jung, Maslow, and others, it is clear that the transformation of sexual energy into creative experience is a spontaneous consequence of human evolution and the development of consciousness and not a negative repression of an equally natural function -- sex. Neither creativity nor sexuality is more 'real' -- both represent human nature at different levels of consciousness. And these aspects of development can only be meaningfully experienced if they occur naturally. . . .
    [T]here are some individuals for whom sex holds no fascination, presumably because they are experiencing levels of pleasure higher than the sexual. This comes about because apparently, as consciousness rises, one doesn't miss sex. There is a calmness, a clarity of understanding, certainly not an hysterical rejection. And as consciousness develops, giving up sexual activity is easy because other experiences are providing more enjoyment than sex. . .
    [I]t is at these higher levels of consciousness that the desire for sexual activity is said to 'fall away like ripe fruit from a tree.' . . . And the conserved sexual energy is put to work in other ways, contributing, it is thought, to a strong and vital physiology that supports and maintains the permanent experience of higher levels of consciousness. Consequently, those who have achieved a permanent state of pleasure or fulfillment are said to radiate a kind of energy of love which is constant, unbounded, brilliant, and truly universal. . . . 
Attitudes for Celibacy: Letting go of sex

. . . There are really no instructions necessary for becoming celibate, [for] celibacy is primarily a mental response. We can choose to be celibate, as we can choose to be sexual -- if we are consciously able to choose at all. To be celibate as opposed to frustrated or martyred, one must make a conscious choice for a good reason -- on behalf of one's own personal growth. And once we have chosen to be celibate for a time, the same principle applies to remaining celibate. . . .
    Thus celibacy is not to be thought of as mere abstinence from sex, for that is what we all do most of the time anyway (at least most of us do). But it is more accurately understood as a conscious choice made on behalf of one's greater personal gain. . . .
    What we think determines what we do -- what we have thought determines what we have done. So if you are going to be celibate, you have to instruct the mind to take a mental attitude of celibacy. And, in so doing, you would want to avoid the distraction of sexualized thought. . . .
    [Y]ou can be affectionate and loving even when celibate, as long as you don't encourage sexual desire. The key factor for a comfortable mental outlook on celibacy seems to be to keep it simple -- and not to try and complicate the issue with behavioral analysis and rules. Celibacy is actually a lot less complicated than sexual activity -- it involves doing nothing. So the best mental approach may be not to try at all -- not to try to be sexual or try to be celibate. Just see what happens, keeping in mind what you want for yourself. . . .
    [C]elibacy is, of course, much easier to maintain when the senses are not bombarded by stimulants. Says Haich: '[There are] those people who do not leave their glands in peace, but rouse them with highly spiced food, stimulant drinks, erotic reading matter, films, and other such excitants. This only overtaxes the glands and weakens them prematurely.'
    In the East, advocates of celibacy have long recommended the avoidance of spicy foods such a garlic, onions, peppers, paprika, and the like. And, according to the Kama Sutra, eating alkaline foods will render continence easier.
    In the West, Dr. William A. Alcott, a noted champion of healthy living in the early nineteenth century, observed that sexual desire could be substantially decreased by the elimination of liquor, smoking, coffee, tea, condiments, sugar, lard, and spicy foods. . . . Similarly, other sexual energy 'savers' have outlined programs for celibate living that included going without tobacco and meat.
    Foods generally regarded as aphrodisiacs would, of course, be avoided. Seafood has been most highly praised along these lines and would, therefore, be eaten with due respect. Snails are said to contain a sugar found in male seminal fluid and are thus thought to be highly 'sexy.'
    Besides watching what one eats, advocates of celibacy have also advised increased participation in active sports, physical work, and specific exercises used to direct excess energy and the flow of blood into all parts of the body. . . .
    A surprisingly large number of people wonder if masturbation is 'permitted' if one is celibate. Since being celibate (whether for a day, a week, a year, or a lifetime) means refraining from sexual activity and since many books on sex have given masturbation the blue ribbon for most terrific orgasms, it is clear that if you want to indulge in celibacy, you don't masturbate. . . .
    It is . . . useful to remind oneself that being celibate is an alternate way to love, even to make love. One can learn to touch nonpossessively, without a future goal -- and to make love nonsexually, unmotivated by the need for sexual gratification. Being aware of one's sexuality and thinking about it as a passive state rather than an active one helps place the emphasis on a generalized feeling of love and well-being rather than on a localized response. . . .
    The best study to date to test the value of celibacy for promoting good health was an analysis of the mortality rates and causes of death among Catholic priests between 1965 and 1977. Oddly enough, the study was looking for a possible link between celibacy and prostate cancer. However, to their surprise, the researchers found a 30 percent lower mortality rate from prostate and all forms of cancer among the clerics than among the general population and a 15 percent lower death rate in general. . . .
    However it is incurred, physical and emotional stress reduces the ability of the immune system to maintain balance and thereby fight off disease. Conservation of energy is based on the principle of homeostasis -- the law of balance -- which operates throughout nature in such a way that whatever enemy comes along can be dealt with most efficiently. From this angle, it is best to have an immune system which conserves energy and which maintains itself in its least active state while no emergency is present. . . .
    In most cases, celibacy represents an inward turning of one's attention away from a need to be fulfilled outside oneself. In this sense, it is rarely experienced as a single mode of behavior; it generally goes along with other inner-directed behavior. . . .
    Whether celibacy is practiced under the guidance of a particular spiritual community or in the bedroom of a married couple, it is beginning to emerge in our society as a useful and positive vehicle to further personal growth for a number of people today. . . . 
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1. Reproductive diversity

All living organisms have the capacity to produce new organisms similar to themselves. The methods and complexity of the reproductive process vary tremendously, but there are two fundamental types: asexual reproduction, in which a single organism separates into two or more equal or unequal parts; and sexual reproduction, in which a pair of specialized sex cells fuse [1]. 

    Asexual reproduction is found in the majority of living organisms, including most plants, protists (e.g. bacteria, protozoans, and unicellular algae and fungi), and many lower invertebrates. In unicellular organisms it usually takes the form of fission (or mitosis), in which the parent organism splits into two or more identical 'daughter' organisms. In some cases, the cells thus formed may remain clustered together to form filaments or colonies. Protozoans and many lower plants (e.g. ferns) propagate by shedding spores -- reproductive cells that produce new organisms without fertilization. In some lower animals (e.g. hydra) and in yeasts, a common form of reproduction is budding: a small protuberance or bud forms on the surface of the parent's body, increases in size, and finally separates and develops into a new individual identical with the parent. Sponges produce internal buds known as gemmules. 

    Regeneration is a specialized form of asexual reproduction. Some organisms (e.g. starfish, polyps, zebrafish, flatworms, newts, and salamanders) can regenerate new heads, limbs, internal organs, or other body parts if the originals are lost or injured. Many plants are capable of total regeneration, i.e. the formation of a whole individual from a single fragment such as a stem, root, leaf, or even a small slip from such an organ (as in grafting). Among animals, the lower the form, the more capable it is of total regeneration; no vertebrates have this power, though clones of mammals have been produced in the laboratory from single somatic cells (the first clone -- Dolly the sheep -- was produced in 1997). Regeneration is closely allied to vegetative reproduction, the formation of a new individual by various parts of the organism not specialized for reproduction. The highest animals that exhibit vegetative reproduction are the colonial tunicates (e.g. sea squirts), which, much like plants, send out runners in the form of stolons, small parts of which form buds that develop into new individuals. 

    Sexual reproduction occurs in many unicellular organisms and in all multicellular plants and animals. In higher invertebrates and in all vertebrates it is the exclusive form of reproduction, except in the few cases in which parthenogenesis (virginal reproduction) is also possible. A number of unicellular organisms multiply by a primitive form of sexual reproduction known as conjugation: two similar organisms fuse, exchange nuclear materials, and then break apart; each organism then reproduces by fission. 

    Most multicellular animals and plants undergo a more complex form of sexual reproduction in which distinct male and female reproductive cells (gametes) unite to form a single cell, known as a zygote, which then undergoes successive divisions to form a new organism. In this type of sexual reproduction, half the genes in the zygote come from one parent and half from the other. Whereas asexual reproduction allows beneficial combinations of characteristics to continue unchanged, offspring produced by sexual reproduction inherit endlessly varied combinations of characteristics. 

    In the case of plants, wind and insects carry the sperm to the stationary egg, or, in a liquid medium, the sperm swims to the egg. In lower animals, sperm and eggs are often deposited in water, but this method is haphazard as only a few of the many sperm discharged reach the eggs. In higher animals, the spermatozoa, contained in the seminal fluid, are deposited in the lower segment of the female reproductive tract. All mammals, reptiles, and birds as well as some invertebrates, including snails, worms, and insects, use internal fertilization. In many lower multicellular organisms and all higher plants, a sexually produced generation alternates with an asexually produced generation. 

    After fertilization of the egg, the resulting zygote undergoes cell division and differentiation to form the embryo. In most higher plants, the embryo is enclosed in a layer of nutritive material surrounded by a hard outer covering, forming the seed. In most lower animals, the embryo, surrounded by the nutritive material of the former ovum, is enveloped by a leathery or calcareous shell and is extruded from the body of the female. Oviparous animals, such as birds, lay their eggs before the young are completely developed. Ovoviviparous animals produce eggs in shells that hatch within the mother's body. Placental mammals are viviparous, i.e. they give birth to live young without forming shelled eggs; the embryo is implanted in the uterus and nourished by the mother until almost completely developed. 

    Parthenogenesis involves the development of an ovum without fertilization. It is common among lower plants and invertebrate animals, especially rotifers, aphids (plant lice), ants, wasps, and bees. In the aphids there is an alternation of generations: parthenogenetic development of eggs (while in the oviduct) takes place in summer when conditions are favourable, while with the coming of autumn, with lack of sunshine and less abundant food, males appear together with sexual reproduction. The same sex cells sometimes produce different kinds of individuals according to whether or not they are fertilized. For instance, among our common honey bees, a male individual (a drone) arises out of the eggs of the queen if the egg has not been fertilized, and a female (a queen or working bee) if it has. A few kinds of amphibians, reptiles, and birds can reproduce parthenogenetically. 

    Hermaphroditism refers to the presence of organs producing sperm and ova in the same individual. It occurs in the great majority of flowering plants. Most hermaphroditic plants produce male and female elements at different times to ensure cross-pollination, but a few, such as the violet and the evening primrose, are self-pollinated. Hermaphroditism habitually occurs in many invertebrate animals, in the hagfish and tunicate, and a genus of sea bass. It occurs occasionally in other fishes, and in frogs, toads, and certain newts among the amphibians. Hermaphrodite animals are rarely self-fertilizing; in most cases the spermatozoa and ova mature at different times, or the male and female external organs are located so that self-fertilization is impossible. Among the invertebrates, sponges, coelenterates, some mollusks, and earthworms are regularly hermaphroditic. Flatworms have a complete set of male and female gonads in each segment and regularly fertilize themselves. 

    True functional hermaphroditism is rare or absent in higher animals. Animals intermediate in form between males and females occasionally appear, but they are usually sterile, and, when fertile, do not produce both fertile eggs and fertile sperm. Such individuals are often called intersexes. Intersex humans also appear; this category includes all people born with sex chromosomes, external genitalia, or internal reproductive systems that are not considered standard for male or female. 

    Although scientists can now describe the physical processes involved in reproduction in great detail, fertilization remains one of the least understood of all fundamental biological processes. The mechanisms involved in parthenogenesis are not understood either. And the seemingly miraculous process whereby a fertilized egg develops into a full-grown organism raises even more questions. Genes do not explain this complex process, as they carry instructions for making proteins, but not for their arrangement into tissues, organs, etc. Something else appears to guide and coordinate embryological development. According to occult science, physical processes are organized and guided from subtler, nonphysical levels of an organism's constitution, visible only to those who have developed higher clairvoyance [2]. 

    Explaining how and why sex emerged in the first place poses insuperable problems for orthodox evolutionary theory. The idea that all the intricate components of the male and female reproductive systems could emerge more or less simultaneously, in perfect working order, through purely random genetic mutations, is utterly absurd. Moreover, in the darwinian struggle to pass on more of one's genes to future generations, asexuality is twice as efficient as sexuality. This is because an asexual parent transmits all its genes to each progeny, whereas when a sexual organism forms sperm or egg cells, half the genes are removed. As Richard Dawkins puts it: 'Sexual reproduction is analogous to a roulette game in which the player throws away half his chips at each spin. ... [T]he existence of sexual reproduction really is a huge paradox.' Another darwinist says that sex 'does not merely reduce fitness, but halves it', and should therefore be 'powerfully selected against and rapidly eliminated wherever it appears' [3]. 

    Sexual organisms face various problems that are avoided in asexual organisms. In addition to the cost of evolving and maintaining the sex organs, there is the possibility of blood Rh factor incompatibilities and tissue rejection between mother and child. Because sperm and eggs are like foreign tissue due to their different genetic makeup, special mechanisms are required to keep the body's immune defences from destroying its own gametes. Finding a mate, courting, and copulating involve risks that place sexual organisms at a further disadvantage compared with asexual organisms. Scientists therefore admit that 'there is no convincing Darwinian history for the emergence of sexual reproduction'. 

    In the case of asexual organisms, all offspring are essentially clones of the single parent, and differ from it only by new mutations. Sex, on the other hand, creates diversity. Sex shreds every genome in every generation, with the result that all offspring are genetically different (except in rare cases such as identical twins). Scientists acknowledge that it is difficult to identify any short-term individual benefit in diversity. They also believe that sex would tend to slow the evolution of a species rather than accelerate it, because it breaks up gene combinations with no regard for their adaptive value. 

    Another hypothesis is that the benefit of sex lies not in accelerating the spread of beneficial mutations but in more rapidly eliminating harmful mutations. Asexual lineages can acquire more harmful mutations but never less, whereas in a sexual population it is possible for offspring to have fewer harmful mutations than either parent. The problem with this argument is that darwinism assumes that evolution cannot look ahead to the future; it can only select traits based on their immediate short-term benefits for the individual. If sex primarily helps to maintain the long-term genetic well-being of species, it cannot have evolved by purely darwinian mechanisms.      
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2. Human evolution

Occult teachings on the evolution of humanity differ radically from the current theories of materialistic science. Far from having descended from ape-like ancestors through random genetic mutations, the present human form is said to have slowly condensed out of a more ethereal or astral state of matter in the course of many millions of years, just as the earth itself gradually condensed out of the primordial, ethereal nebula. And as the outer human body, especially the brain and nervous system, developed, more and more of the faculties of the indwelling soul were able to find expression through the physical form. 

    According to theosophy, our earliest protohuman ancestors in the present (fourth) round of the earth's evolution began to develop about 150 million years ago in the mid-Palaeozoic. They were huge ethereal beings, with ovoid bodies, which very slowly declined in size and solidified, and increasingly took on a recognizably human form. The first race was sexless and propagated by fission: a large portion of the body separated and grew into a duplicate of its parent. The second race was asexual and reproduced by gemmation or budding: a swelling or bud appeared on the body of one of these entities, and eventually separated and grew into another individual similar to its parent. At about the midpoint of the second race, these buds increased in number, and became what might be called 'spores' or 'seeds'. 

    The third root-race was initially androgyne. In the earliest stages, reproduction took place by budding, which developed into egg-laying: vital cells were exuded from the outer parts of the body, and collected together to form huge ovoid aggregates or eggs. To start with, the drops of vital fluid were exuded from nearly all parts of the body. Later a single large cell was exuded from a functional part of the organism, which was the root of the later reproductive organs. Hermaphroditism died out in the middle period of the third root-race, some 18 million years ago, by which time the human body was becoming distinctly physical. Individuals began to be born with the predominant characteristics of one or the other sex, until finally only unisexual individuals were produced. While the separation of the sexes was taking place, the awakening of selfconsciousness in nascent (and hitherto 'mindless') humanity was beginning to accelerate [1]. 

    Evidence that humanity was originally hermaphrodite is supplied by embryology and physiology. Sexual glands and ducts appear in the embryo in the second month of its development, but they are neither male nor female. Sexual differentiation proceeds as follows: 

The reproductive organs first develop in the same form for both males and females: internally there are two undifferentiated gonads and two pairs of parallel ducts (Wolffian and Müllerian ducts); externally there is a genital protrusion with a groove (urethral groove) below it, the groove being flanked by two folds (urethral folds). On either side of the genital protrusion and groove are two ridgelike swellings (labioscrotal swellings). . . . If testes develop, the hormone they secrete causes the Müllerian duct to degenerate and almost vanish and causes the Wolffian duct to elaborate into the sperm-carrying tubes and related organs (the vas deferens, epididymis, and seminal vesicles, for example). If ovaries develop, the Wolffian duct deteriorates, and the Müllerian duct elaborates to form the fallopian tubes, uterus, and part of the vagina. The external genitalia simultaneously change. The genital protrusion becomes either a penis or clitoris. In the female the groove below the clitoris stays open to form the vulva, and the folds on either side of the groove become the inner lips of the vulva (the labia minora). In the male these folds grow together, converting the groove into the urethral tube of the penis. The ridgelike swellings on either side remain apart in the female and constitute the large labia (labia majora), but in the male they grow together to form the scrotal sac into which the testes subsequently descend. [2] 
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Male and female reproductive organs. [3] 
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    The development of the embryo and fetus in the womb recapitulates the past development of mankind,* with the first four months corresponding in several respects to the first four root-races preceding our present (fifth) root-race. External genitalia appear in the seventh or eighth week but in a primitive, sexless condition; they become recognizably male or female only in the second half of the third month [4], corresponding to the later third root-race. 

*Haeckel's theory that the development of an embryo (ontogeny) is a condensed repetition of the adult stages of its evolutionary ancestors (phylogeny) went out of scientific fashion long ago. However, S.J. Gould states that 'no discarded theme more clearly merits the old metaphor about throwing the baby out with the bath water'; it is undeniable, he says, that 'phyletic information resides in ontogeny' [5]. 

    That the awakening of selfconsciousness also took place at this time is likewise corroborated by embryonic development. In the eighth week the brain begins to undergo explosive growth, increasing in size by millions of cells every day, until by the end of the third month it has grown to something like the 10,000 million cells it will eventually contain. For the rest of pregnancy and on into the first five years of independent life, each brain cell reaches out with networks of fibres and forges links with thousands, and in some cases a quarter of a million, of its neighbours [6]. 

    The formation of bones is likewise said to have taken place in the third root-race, as the human body became increasingly material. In the fetus, ossification (bone-forming) centres appear in most of the future bones during the third (lunar) month, once they are well formed in cartilage; ossification then continues for the rest of pregnancy [7]. 

    Sexual differentiation in the fetus does not lead to the complete disappearance of the reproductive organs of the other sex; rudimentary organs of the opposite sex remain [8]. For instance, males have undeveloped, nonfunctional mammary glands, and also an undeveloped uterus and vagina, known as the prostatic utricle or uterus masculinus. The clitoris is a small, nonfunctional equivalent of the penis, and the ovaries correspond to the testes. The testes develop in the abdominal cavity but descend into the scrotum before birth, while the ovaries remain in the abdominal cavity. The testes and ovaries mainly secrete the male and female sex hormones respectively, but they also secrete small amounts of the opposite sex hormones. 

    Charles Darwin wrote: 

It has long been known that in the vertebrate kingdom one sex bears rudiments of various accessory parts appertaining to the reproductive system, which properly belong to the opposite sex; and it has now been ascertained that at a very early embryonic period both sexes possessed true male and female glands. Hence some remote progenitor of the whole vertebrate kingdom appears to have been hermaphrodite or androgynous. [9] 

Modern scientists believe that during the early stages of evolution every animal was probably hermaphroditic. Theosophy denies that human bodies gradually evolved from animal bodies, and states that the earliest human stocks, like the earliest animal stocks, were androgynous. 

    Many myths and legends refer to the androgynous ancestors of present humanity, to the separation of the sexes, and to the first gods being double-sexed [10]. Plato in his Banquet (§190) states that an early race of humans were globular in shape and bisexually formed. They were strong and mighty, but ambitious and wicked, so that Zeus cut them in two in order to curb their evildoing and diminish their strength. Since then all mankind has consisted of males and females. An Orphic hymn chanted in the Mysteries asserts: 'Zeus is a male, Zeus is an immortal maiden.' Pallas-Athene emerges from Jupiter's head, and the younger Bacchus is enclosed in his thigh prior to birth. Some statues of Jupiter have female breasts, and representations of Venus-Aphrodite give her a beard to signify the same bisexual nature. 

    According to the Hindu Puranas, 'The mighty power became half male, half female'. In one allegory, Brahma separates into two and recreates himself as Viraj in one of his halves (the female Vach). Many Hindu images are half male and half female, and have four arms. The ancient Persians taught that humans were the product of the tree of life, growing in androgynous pairs, till they were separated during a subsequent modification of the human form. The Egyptian supreme god Ra is represented as a perfect bisexual being, from which are derived the other gods (Osiris, Horus, Ptah, Ammon, etc.), representing Ra's various attributes, or the powers of nature. Each of these lesser gods had a female counterpart representing the same individuality in its female state. Similar ideas can be found among the Chaldeans and the Assyrians. In the Hermetic books intelligence is said to be 'God possessing the double fecundity of the two sexes'. 

    In the Hebrew book of Genesis, the elohim -- usually translated as 'God', but actually a plural word signifying the creative powers of nature -- first create Adam (early humanity) 'male and female', i.e. androgynous (Genesis 1:26-28, 5:1-2). Eve is later made from Adam's 'rib' (the Hebrew word also means 'side' or 'part'). Adam and Eve then eat the fruit of the tree of knowledge of good and evil (representing the awakening of selfconsciousness), and are cast out of Eden (the original, blissful state of unselfconsciousness), and take on 'coats of skin' (a reference to the fact that human bodies were then becoming physical rather than astral). Interestingly, the Hebrew word for 'knowledge' (daath) also means 'sexual union': 'Now Adam knew Eve his wife, and she conceived and bore Cain' (Genesis 4:1, also 4:17, 25). 

    Theosophy asserts that the sexual method of reproduction was adopted first in the animal kingdom and nature then introduced it in the human kingdom but 'under protest' [11]. This appears to be confirmed by several phenomena. H.P. Blavatsky contrasts the comparative painlessness of procreation among the animals with the suffering and danger it often entails for women [12]. Women are the only mammalian females whose vagina is closed with a tough membrane, the hymen. Its forcible rupture means that the first attempt at intercourse is a bloody and painful experience. 
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    Furthermore the mouth of the uterus is normally covered by a mucus plug which hinders the passage of sperm from the vagina to the uterus. When discharged, it interferes with the inward passage of the sperm, which are poisoned by the acid vaginal secretions, with many being rendered immobile. Subsequent entrance of sperm into the uterus is hindered by its quick retraction and closure. Dr Raymond Bernard comments: 

How different this is from the direct passage of spermatozoa from the penis to the uterus, which occurs in animals, where the elongated uterus reaches forward until it grasps the penis and aspirates a few drops of seminal fluid. [13] 

Once in the uterus, the movement of the sperm towards the ovaries is impeded by the downward ciliary current of the minute hairs inside the fallopian tube and the sticky mucus that covers its interior wall. About 100 million spermatozoa are deposited in the vagina, but only a million enter the uterus, and perhaps only 100 reach the ovum [14]. 

    According to theosophy, the existence of two sexes in the human kingdom is not the endpoint of our sexual evolution. In the next root-race, which will flourish in a few million years, humanity will again become hermaphrodite or double-sexed, and in the final root-race during the present round we shall become completely androgynous. Children will be produced by kriyashakti, i.e. by will and creative imagination -- passively in the sixth race, and consciously and actively in the seventh [15]. The reason the separation of humans into distinct sexes followed the awakening of selfconsciousness is because of the dual nature or bipolarity of mind. As the human race evolves and rises out of the lower mind into the higher, sex will therefore disappear [16]. 

    These developments will of course be accompanied by inner and outer changes to our bodies. The sixth and seventh root-races will not have sex organs such as we now have. There will also be changes to our spinal cord. At present, there are two chains of ganglia, or sympathetic cords, on either side of the spinal column. Each is connected with a channel (or nadi) of psychovital force: the sushumna runs through the spinal column, while the ida and pingala are associated with the sympathetic cords. In the next root-race the ida and pingala will develop into two spinal columns connected by the sushumna. In the seventh root-race these two backbones will fuse into one, as our male and female aspects will be fully integrated [17]. This will foreshadow the even higher evolutionary state to be reached in the seventh round, when we shall regain our original, divine state of sexless purity, but enriched with the wisdom gained through our selfconscious evolution in the realms of matter. 

    The church father St. Clement said that Jesus was once asked when his 'kingdom' would come, and replied: 'It will come when two and two make one; when the outside is like the inside; and when there is neither male nor female'. G. de Purucker gives the following interpretation [18]. 'When two and two make one' refers to a time when our psychological nature has become so refined that it coalesces with our spiritual nature. In terms of the sevenfold human constitution, the spiritual nature is the uppermost duad (atman + buddhi, or inner divinity + spiritual intelligence), while the psychological nature is the intermediate duad (manas + kama, or mind + desire). 'When the outside is like the inside' means that the dense, physical body will become more sensitive and refined, and therefore better able to express the spiritual faculties of the inner god. The phrase 'when there is neither male nor female' speaks for itself: sex is merely a transitory evolutionary stage and is destined to pass away. 
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3. Death and rebirth

Materialistic science claims that we are no more than complex, genetically-programmed machines. It provides no real insight into the causes of birth, growth, and death, or the origin of our selfconscious minds. It cannot even explain the essential difference between a living human being and a corpse -- both consist of the same chemical elements! 

    Occult science, by contrast, recognizes that the physical body is ensouled by subtler 'bodies'. The physical body dies when the connecting link with our higher centres of consciousness is broken. The physical body proceeds to decay on the physical plane while the astral model-body that holds it together during life, along with the higher astral form in which the lower mind is seated, decompose in different regions of the astral realms surrounding and interpenetrating our physical globe. The speed at which this happens depends on the quality of thoughts and desires in the life just ended. At the 'second death' the higher mind or reincarnating soul separates from everything below it and, enclosed within the aura of the spiritual-divine self, enters a blissful, dreamlike state (known as the devachan), in which all the unrealized spiritual hopes and aspirations of the last incarnation are fulfilled, and the noblest experiences of the last life are assimilated and woven into the fabric of our inner nature. 

    When the spiritual energies generated during the previous incarnation are exhausted, the devachanic dreaming draws to a close, and the attraction to earth life begins to reassert itself. The thirst for material life, the longing to return to familiar scenes and be reunited with past companions, causes us to incarnate on earth again and again. As the reincarnating soul redescends towards its native sphere, its former life-atoms in the astral realms reawaken and start to build up a new astral form. The soul's ethereal energies arouse aggregates of astral and physical substance into forming reproductive cells in the bodies of potential parents, these being people with whom it was closely related in past lives, and who can provide it with a physical body and family environment suited to its karmic needs. Reincarnating souls may 'precipitate' reproductive cells in up to several dozen potential parents, and several different souls may be drawn to the same man or woman [1]. 

    If conception takes place, the egg is fertilized by whichever of the male sex cells has the greatest affinity with it at the time. 

The human egos awaiting incarnation are exceedingly numerous, so that there may be scores of entities which could become children of any one couple, yet there is always one whose attraction is strongest to the mother-to-be at any specific physiological moment, and it is this astral form which becomes the child. [2] 

Assuming that the egg available for fertilization is connected with one specific reincarnating soul, a sperm connected with the same soul will normally be the one that fuses with the egg. If fertilization does not take place, or if it does but pregnancy is later interrupted by abortion, miscarriage, or some other accident, the incarnating entity may be psychomagnetically attracted to other suitable parents. 

    A significant difference between the male and female reproductive systems is that whereas each ejaculation contains some 100 to 500 million sperm, only one egg at a time is released. And whereas sperm are produced continuously, ova are not. When females are born, 150,000 to 500,000 hollow balls of cells -- follicles -- containing immature egg cells are present in the ovaries; by the time the female reaches adolescence and young adulthood, the number has fallen to about 34,000. During active child-bearing years (13-50) only 300-400 of the follicles undergo maturation and, if not fertilized, pass out of the body during menstruation. According to theosophy, reproductive cells in both males and females may be active or dormant, and a dormant sex cell is vitalized and activated when a reincarnating entity links itself with it [3]. 
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    Whereas fraternal twins develop from two separate eggs that have been fertilized by two separate sperm, identical twins develop from a single fertilized egg (zygote). In the latter case, at a relatively early stage in its growth, the zygote splits into two separate cell masses which go on to become embryos; these embryos are genetically identical to each other and are always of the same sex. A zygote's incomplete or late division into two cell masses results in Siamese twins. Triplets may be derived from a single zygote; from two zygotes, one of which divides; or from three separate zygotes. Similarly, quadruplets may originate from one up to four zygotes, and so on. The phenomenon of multiple births suggests that, in some cases, either more than one reincarnating soul can be associated with a particular egg or sperm, or a sperm and egg that fuse are connected with different reincarnating souls, or that one or more additional reincarnating souls may attach themselves to an egg after it has been fertilized. 

    In humans and other mammals, females have two X chromosomes while males have an X and a Y chromosome.* The sex of an offspring therefore depends on whether the sperm that fertilizes the egg is X-bearing or Y-bearing. But contrary to what official biology claims, this is not a matter of chance. The sex of the offspring is determined by the lower emotional and mental tendencies and karmic needs which the reincarnating soul embodying in the growing embryo has brought with it from past lives. As a rule, several lives are spent in a body of one sex before changing to a body of the other sex, which happens mainly as a result of the strong attraction to the opposite sex during the last few lives [4]. One can readily imagine that this changeover may sometimes be a time of some psychological confusion as regards gender. 

*Although most males have XY chromosomes and most females are XX, there are exceptions. About one in a thousand men have XXY chromosomes, while a smaller proportion of women have only a single X chromosome. It is widely believed that the Y chromosome carries a single dominant male-determining gene. Yet roughly one male in 20,000 has two X chromosomes and no Y at all. Although about two thirds of these XX males do carry on their X chromosomes some DNA sequences normally found on the Y chromosomes, the other one third do not. The origin of these XX males remains enigmatic. Although X and Y chromosomes are usually termed 'sex chromosomes', genes located on chromosomes besides the X and Y chromosomes contribute to sexual development, and genes related to nonsexual traits are located on X chromosomes [5]. 

    The human embryo begins as a single cell. Nine months later it has grown to over a trillion cells. A question often asked, especially in connection with abortion, is: When does the embryo becomes a living being? That is: When does it become animated by a human soul? Viewed theosophically, at no stage can the embryo or fetus be considered to be anything but alive; it is only the degree of manifest life (and consciousness) that changes. The connection between the reincarnating soul and the body-to-be is established in several stages. Even before conception takes place, a ray of energy from the incarnating soul activates the sex cells in potential parents. The union of sperm and egg marks the next stage, and the embryo then begins to grow, guided initially by the vegetative, vital-astral part of the reincarnating soul. The physical form is built around the astral form, and both attract atoms belonging to the soul in former lives. 

[image: image5.png]Fetus in Utero

placenta

S

vagina




    Around the fifth or sixth month of pregnancy, the fetus moves for the first time, and this marks the first real entrance into it of the higher attributes of the reincarnating soul [6]. By the end of the seventh month, the lower mind is said to be firmly 'wedged' in the brain and senses of the fetus [7]. After birth, the brain cells do not increase in number but an intricate network of connections forms between them, enabling more and more of the latent mental powers of the human soul to be expressed -- a process that can continue for most of a person's life. Mind scarcely begins to function until the seventh year, but is not in full action until the person concerned is of mature age [8]. 

[B]efore, and indeed for a number of years after, birth, the child is only overshadowed by the higher principles of its constitution, the lower principles being the most active in function and expression during the earlier years of life.
    Yet at about fourteen or fifteen years of age, more or less, the case varying according to the individual, there occurs the first real entrance of the higher part of the child's inner constitution into conscious functioning on our physical plane; and from this wonderful hour the enveloping of the growing child and youth with the spiritual-vital aura of the Reincarnating Ego proceeds progressively and steadily through life into adulthood, and slackens only a short time before natural death -- or should do so, and would do so in virtually all cases were it not for the fact that so many human beings live unnatural emotionally and passionally tempestuous lives which weaken the organs of the body and their full and complete functioning. [9] 
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6. Pleasure at a price

The primary biological function of sex is procreation -- to initiate the growth of a new physical body in which a soul may incarnate. It is only natural that this act of creation -- necessary for the continuation of the species -- should be highly pleasurable. 

    In the animal kingdom sex generally takes place only at certain times of the year and for the purpose of reproduction, as animals have no selfconscious intellect to interfere with their natural instincts. Birds lay eggs, and most mammals deliver their young in early spring, when the months ahead are warm and food is plentiful, and the mating season is adjusted to this end. In the human kingdom, on the other hand, most sexual activity is for pleasure and sex can be indulged in all year round, including to excess. Our hedonistic culture constantly bombards us with 'erotic' images and promotes the message that an active sex life is essential to health, sanity, and happiness. Sexual pleasure has become one of the false gods worshipped by modern society, alongside the pursuit of wealth, power, and status. Self-indulgence, rather than self-discipline, is the overriding aim. 

    It is no accident that the human kingdom is afflicted with a variety of sexual and degenerative diseases unknown in the animal kingdom. The incidence of sexually transmitted diseases (STDs) is on the increase [1]. In the US, STDs such as chlamydia, syphilis, gonorrhea, urethritis, genital herpes, and hepatitis-B affect over 13 million people each year, and by the age of 21 about 1 in 4 people are infected with them; the venereal disease rate among homosexuals is as much as 22 times the national average. People with STDs or an otherwise unhealthy lifestyle are at greater risk of contracting AIDS; major risk factors include anal sex* and a high level of promiscuity. H.P. Blavatsky stated that 'by turning the holy mystery of procreation into animal gratification', humanity had become 'a helpless, scrofulous being, . . . the wealthiest heir on the globe to constitutional and hereditary diseases, the most consciously and intelligently bestial of all animals!' [2]. 

*Whereas the vagina is constructed of tough platelike cells that resist rupture and infectious agents, the rectum and urethra are constructed primarily of columnar cells which tear or rupture easily. This allows semen to enter the more readily accessible blood vessels of the rectum of the passive partner, or, more rarely, allows blood from a ruptured rectum to seep into the urethra of the active partner. Condoms have an alarmingly high breakdown rate during anal intercourse.
    Sex is a natural act whose natural consequence is the creation of a new human being. However, a variety of mechanical, chemical, and surgical means are used to try and avoid this natural outcome, in order to allow unlimited sexual indulgence. One of the main means of avoiding unwanted pregnancies is the contraceptive pill, which is used by over 80 million people worldwide. It is designed to prevent fertilization by interfering with the natural workings of the female reproductive system, and is associated with many health problems, including subfertility, depression, allergies, thrombosis, breast cancer, mineral imbalances, migraine, and strokes. In addition to the abortions attributable to chemicals and devices used primarily for contraceptive purposes, there are well over one million surgical abortions each year worldwide. Adverse physical effects of abortion include sterility, future miscarriages, extrauterine pregnancies, bleeding, perforated uterus, blood clots, and death. Serious emotional and psychological complications are also common. 

    When the body is sexually aroused, it is in a state of stress; frequent stress lowers the body's natural defences and makes it more vulnerable to disease. An orgasm sends it into convulsive spasms and the tension is discharged, which the mind interprets as 'pleasure'. However, this does not bring permanent satisfaction, for soon the cycle of arousal and discharge begins all over again; sex can easily become an addiction and the more it is fed the greater the craving for it becomes. But giving in to every sexual impulse that takes hold of us is not a sign of freedom but of slavery. In eastern traditions in particular, compulsive, recreational sex is seen not so much as a sin but as a weakness, a waste of time and energy, while sex for the purpose of generating a new body for a soul to inhabit is regarded as a creative, sacred act. 

    During sexual intercourse heart rate doubles, respiratory rate triples, and blood pressure increases considerably. The nervous exhaustion following intercourse can induce a state of amnesia, disorientation, and lethargy. In exceptional cases, the vascular and muscular excitement involved in arousal and orgasm can produce even more unfortunate effects, especially in men, as Havelock Ellis describes: 

Fainting, vomiting, involuntary urination and defecation, have been noted as occurring in young men after a first coitus. Epilepsy has been not infrequently recorded. Lesions of various organs, even rupture of the spleen, have sometimes taken place. In men of mature age the arteries have at times been unable to resist the high blood-pressure, and cerebral haemorrhage with paralysis has occurred. In elderly men the excitement of intercourse with young wives or with prostitutes has sometimes caused death. [3] 

    Sex does not necessarily bring happiness and is certainly not synonymous with love. One study found that more people find more pleasure in watching TV, helping others, reading, and pursuing their various hobbies than in having sex [4]. Liz Hodgkinson writes: 

deep inside ourselves, we know that physical sex does not have the power to make people happy and stay in love with each other. Most of us who have tried it know to our cost that sex causes far more problems than ever it solves. We know, if only unconsciously, that a physical activity, however blissful or all-consuming it may seem at the time, can never heal an emotional wound, or increase happiness and contentment. . . . One of the reasons, I firmly believe, that so many marriages are desperately unhappy is that we are always looking to the other partner to satisfy us sexually. When they are unable to do this, or when we cannot respond to them, much hurt, anger and feelings of deep rejection follow. [5] 

When not accompanied by deeper feelings of love and intimacy, sex can lead to the condition known as 'postcoital tristesse' ('sadness after sex'). 

    Apart from the health risks, another argument commonly cited in favour of sexual moderation, as far as males are concerned, is that sperm and seminal fluid are rich in lecithin, calcium, phosphorus, iron, cholesterol, vitamins E and B, nucleoproteins, and sex hormones [6]. Loss of these substances, for whatever purpose, has a devitalizing and debilitating effect on the body, and the faster semen is expended the more the body must strain to replace it. If it is conserved, it is reabsorbed into the bloodstream and used to nourish the tissues of the body, especially the brain and nervous system. No two constituents of the body show greater similarity in their lecithin, chlolesterin, and phosphorus contents than brain cells and semen. 

    Hinduism in particular emphasizes that semen is a sacred fluid, a creative force, whose conservation contributes to physical health, moral stamina, intellectual vigour, and spiritual growth. This point of view was echoed by the French author Honoré de Balzac, who, after a night of passion, would lament: 'There goes another novel!' It is well known that athletes and prize fighters are still often advised not to have sex in the runup to a big race or match, and according to ancient tradition it is beneficial to abstain from sex before any major physical or mental challenge. 

    Whatever the benefits of conserving one's own sperm, and despite sperm's role in the conception of a child, Donald Tyler M.D. argues that foreign sperm (any sperm into a woman, and another male's sperm into a man) are a potential major cause of cancers and other serious diseases [7]. Sperm can not only enter another person's body directly through ejaculation; sperm pooled in a woman's vagina can move into the urethra of a subsequent sex partner. Sperm invade the lining or surface membranes of internal and external genitalia, sometimes causing pus and mucous discharges or sores, and once they enter blood vessels they can reach any part of the body. The fusion of a sperm with an ovum produces rapidly dividing cells that result in a multi-trillion cell baby in nine months. Sperm invading cells other than ova could account for all the characteristics of malignant cells, including their rapid uncontrolled division and abnormal numbers of chromosomes. Sperm and their parts invading a body are the equivalent of a cell or even organ transplant. Antibodies attacking the sperm may also attack cells and organs of the host body, causing autoimmune diseases. 

    At least 80% of all men can expect to experience some degree of prostate trouble during their lives. Prostate cancer is the second leading cause of death from cancer in American men. Studies show that one of the causes of prostate problems is sexual excess [8]. When a man becomes sexually excited, either by thinking about sex or by physical contact, all the pelvic reproductive organs, including the prostate, become congested with blood. When the prostate is continually subjected to this engorgement, it becomes inflamed and enlarged. This can impede the flow of urine, and the prostate may eventually become a fibrous tumour. 
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Bladder and associated organs in the male (posterior aspect).


    As far as women are concerned, it is commonly believed that there can be no escape from premenstrual and menstrual losses of mucus and blood, including vital substances such as iodine, lecithin, calcium, phosphorus, iron, and sex hormones. The truth is that ovulation need not be accompanied by often painful and prolonged menstruation; no haemorrhage or rupture of blood-vessels is natural and normal [9]. Leucorrhea and excessive menstrual bleeding result from an inflammatory condition of the mucus membrane of the uterus. As well as contributing to chronic inflammation of the vagina and uterus, frequent sex (especially if it begins at an early age) can lead to various other genital complaints, which sometimes assume a malignant form, including cervical cancer. 

    It is interesting to note that animals in the wild, with the exception of certain apes, pass through periodic seasons of 'heat' without any noticeable discharge of blood, whereas domesticated animals do menstruate, as a result of confinement, overfeeding, and sexual overactivity. It is also significant that women menstruate much more profusely in 'civilized' societies than in 'primitive' societies, and prostitutes much more so than nuns, for example. Evidence suggests that immoderate sexual behaviour (and erotic fantasies) and a high-protein flesh diet are important factors in causing menstruation, and numerous women have reduced menstruation or eliminated it altogether by adopting a healthier diet and lifestyle. It is a telling fact that the average age at which girls begin to menstruate has fallen from 14 to 12 since the sexual revolution (compared to 16 or 17 among hunter-gatherers). 

    Diet has a significant influence on sexual desire and behaviour. Meat, fish, shellfish, eggs, salt, spices, onions, garlic, alcohol, (nonherbal) tea, coffee, and tobacco, for example, can all act as aphrodisiacs. Animal products, especially meat and seafood, contain uric acid, which irritates and inflames the genital mucous membranes, triggering sexual arousal. A low-protein vegetarian diet, on the other hand, tends to have the opposite effect [10]. Overeating is endemic in the rich North, and is reflected in the high incidence of obesity, cardiovascular diseases, and diabetes. In a wartime experiment, 32 men reduced their food intake from 1700 to 1400 calories daily for six months. They reported that sexual desire, erotic dreams, nocturnal ejaculations, and aggressive impulses all but disappeared [11]. 

    Contrasting the effects of sex and exercise on the body, Dr Edwin Flatto writes: 

The sex act is essentially catabolic (destructive metabolic action). Sexual stimulation causes the blood to become congested in the pelvic and reproductive organs of the body. Sexual intercourse entails the loss of vital fluids containing the most essential elements and hormones. Sex weakens the individual and places a strain on the heart.
    Exercise is anabolic (constructive metabolic action). It entails bodily action which develops and maintains physical fitness. It is essential movement for keeping the muscles strong and healthy. Proper exercise benefits and strengthens all the vital organs, improves the blood circulation, and strengthens the heart muscles. [12] 

    In the vegetable kingdom, after a plant bears fruit it weakens and often dies. Annuals which flower when only a few weeks old die in a few months. Apple and orange trees live much longer than peach trees, because they grow more slowly and bear later. Nut trees bear fruit even later in life and many live more than 1000 years. By clipping off buds to prevent flowering and seeding, not only is the life of the plant lengthened, but annuals may become biennials or perennials. In the animal kingdom, too, reproduction is basically a movement towards death. The Pacific salmon, trout, shad, and several other varieties of anadromous fish die soon after spawning. Male drone bees and male spiders usually die soon after, or even during, mating; the male of the black widow spider is sometimes so weak afterwards that the female eats him. Higher animals are far less likely to die after sex but, as a general rule, the earlier an animal reaches puberty and the more often it mates, the shorter its lifespan [13]. 

    In the human kingdom, spiritual adeptship and the development of the highest occult powers require perfect self-mastery and are incompatible with sexual indulgence [14]. By leading lives of utmost purity, mahatmas are said to be able to live in the same body for several hundred years if they wish [15]. Among other things, sex has adverse effects on the 'third eye', the organ of spiritual vision.* Theosophy asserts that in the third root-race this was an actual physiological organ located towards the back of the head, but as evolution proceeded down the 'arc of descent' (into matter), and spirituality was supplanted by 'the newly-awakened physiological and psychic passions of the physical man', it gradually lost its powers and atrophied [16]. Finally, it became the pineal gland -- an endocrine gland, shaped like a pine cone, located within the third cerebral ventricle along the midline of the brain. In some lower vertebrates the pineal gland has a well-developed eyelike structure, while in others it functions as a light receptor. It is now widely regarded by science as the evolutionary forerunner of the modern eye. 

*The powerful Hindu god Shiva is known as 'the great ascetic' and is worshipped as a model of celibacy and ascetic power. His third eye is said to be the result of his perfect chastity.
    The pineal gland produces the hormone melatonin, which affects sleeping patterns, biorhythms, and sexual maturation. Significantly, it is large in children and begins to shrink with the onset of puberty. Lecithin, an organic phosphorized fat, is a chief constituent not only of semen but also of brain and nerve tissue, and the pineal gland is richer in lecithin than any other part of the body. During sexual stimulation impulses are sent up the spinal cord to the brain, and this prevents the 'reopening' of the spiritual eye. It is said that in the seventh root-race, millions of years from now, the pineal gland will once more become active in all humans as the organ for the seventh sense -- spiritual intuition [17]. 
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7. Leaving sex behind

In most societies up until our present times, celibacy has been held in higher regard than sexual activity, as something people could aspire to. The lives of great sages and spiritual teachers who have led celibate lives are still looked upon by many as a source of inspiration in transmuting personal passion into universal compassion. 

    In her book A History of Celibacy, Elizabeth Abbott writes: '[T]hroughout the ages, celibacy has been a double-edged sword. As a chosen lifestyle, it may empower and liberate, but when coerced, it can repress and crush' [1]. The oppressive effects of enforced celibacy can be seen in the Catholic church. Since the early 1960s, nearly a quarter of the world's working priests have resigned and nearly half of all parishes have no priest at all. Despite their vows, about half the Catholic clergy are uncelibate [2]. 

    Sex drive varies immensely from one person to another, and also in the course of a person's life, depending on where their thoughts are focused. Many people find that sex declines in importance the more attention they devote to more satisfying and rewarding pursuits. Several surveys have revealed a trend towards less frequent sex, less interest in casual sex, and an increase in the number of people giving up sexual relations altogether. About 10% of women, 8% of heterosexual men, and 10% of homosexual men are not involved in sexual relationships [3]. 

    Many couples find that manipulating each other's erogenous zones and exchanging body fluids sooner or later lose their erotic charm. 33% of married people are abstinent for two months at a time on average and many for three months or more. After the birth of a child, mothers often find that their interest in sex declines significantly. One survey of American women found that 72% prefer being held close and treated tenderly to engaging in sexual intercourse [4]. Diminished sexual appetite on the part of one or both partners may lead to conflict, or to desperate attempts to turn each other on again, or to the pursuit of extramarital sex. But if accepted as a natural development, it can be seen as an opportunity to relate to one another more on other levels. For many people, sexual moderation is easier within a relationship than outside one. And couples who choose to raise children face a challenging and vitally important task, requiring all the higher, unselfish qualities they can find. 

    People who freely choose to refrain from sex for many months or years, or even for a lifetime, are often called 'secular celibates' if they are not members of religious communities. They speak of the relief of being free from sexual distractions, and of feeling healthier and more energetic, both physically and mentally. They welcome the greater freedom and autonomy that celibacy brings. Many find themselves developing deeper and closer friendships, but free from the worries, frustrations, ill feeling, possessiveness, jealousy, and dependency that can make sexual relationships such a burden. Elizabeth Abbott explains her own decision to give up sexual relations as follows: 

Much as I once reveled in sexual indulgence, I realized that at this stage of my life, I value even more the independence and serenity chaste solitude brings me. I welcome my freedom from the jealousy and possessiveness that characterized the most passionate of my relationships, and I am immensely and perpetually relieved that someone else's domestic demands no longer dominate my daily agenda. [5] 

    While some people cannot even conceive of life without sex, for others sex holds no fascination. One celibate woman writes: 'I find [sex] a messy and embarrassing sport. Without the required lust it all seems rather pointless.' A male celibate writes: 'Sex is terribly overrated. It is more banal than many people are willing to admit. . . . I used to enjoy solitude very much when I was younger. I would like to recapture that spirit of thoughtfulness, mindfulness, intellectual and spiritual seeking that celibacy makes possible' [6]. People who voluntarily opt for celibacy generally find that the longer they go without sex, the easier it becomes. 

    Liz Hodgkinson, author of Sex is Not Compulsory, says that since she and her husband adopted celibacy 'we have been completely happy and healthy in every way. We have gone down with no deficiency diseases, and we are not walking round in agonies of sexual frustration. Far from it. We are pleased to be freed from the dark and desperate urges of the body. It is a wonderful liberation, a release, a life-enhancing choice.' The sexual urge, she says, 'has simply vanished' [7]. 

    Martin Poulter, who maintains the Celibate FAQ webpage [8], writes: 

I'm always thrown for a loop when asked why I wouldn't have sex. I don't have any great sexual urges, so the act of mutual membrane-agitation seems so arbitrary: the question makes little more sense than 'Why not regularly stand in a big tub of yoghurt?' I can be impressed -- moved, even -- by a woman's beauty, but I fail to make the connection between that and a need to do something to her. When you see a beautiful flower, you don't need to go up to it and lick it, do you? 

He sums up some of the advantages of celibacy as follows: 

A whole load of worries are taken off your mind. You don't even have to think about contraception, venereal disease, physical compatibility, who sleeps on the wet patch, impotence, frigidity, bizarre sexual injuries, whether to swallow, whether your partner is good in bed, sexual fidelity, how to stop the bed from creaking, shave or not shave, wash or not wash, whether you know enough positions, orgasm faking, whether to experiment or which flavour of condom to choose. This must surely free up several cubic inches of brain tissue. 

    After putting together a special issue of What is Enlightenment dealing with sex and spirituality, the magazine's editors commented: 'we were intrigued to discover that celibacy is a more taboo subject than is tantric sexuality. The more we looked, the more apparent it became that, generally speaking, the subject of celibacy does not often arise for the spiritually inclined. In fact, in the postmodern spiritual marketplace, talk of renunciation of any kind is rarely heard. . . . Sometimes even just speaking about [celibacy] makes people angry and upset' [9]. 

    There is often a certain ambiguity in talk about celibacy and chastity. For many people (especially in the West, where trying to have your cake and eat it is a way of life), celibacy simply means refraining from sexual intercourse with a partner. Others, however, define celibacy more strictly as abstention from all forms of sexual activity, including masturbation. Some people think that without a sexual outlet, semen will simply accumulate in the male, leading inevitably to nocturnal emissions ('wet dreams'). This myth reflects the widespread ignorance of the key fact that unexpended semen is reabsorbed into the bloodstream. The testicles can actually produce more semen in one day than the body's receptacles can hold. 

    There is no evidence that celibate men have more nocturnal emissions than sexually active men. Nocturnal emissions are often a sign of inflammation and congestion of the urethra, resulting from frequent sexual activity and/or a highly stimulating diet. Other causal factors include pressure on the seminal vesicles caused by their being sandwiched between a distended (constipated) colon and full bladder [10]. If all these causes are eliminated, and if all sexual thoughts and fantasies, and other types of erotic stimuli are completely curtailed, nocturnal emissions will not occur. This may take several lifetimes to achieve. 
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    The Sanskrit word 'brahmacharya' literally means 'conduct of Brahman (the Absolute)', i.e. perfect purity in thought, word, and deed. It is often used as a synonym for chastity, which is a time-honoured tradition in Hinduism, Buddhism, and Jainism. Chastity is considered essential for the attainment of the highest spiritual illumination and enlightenment. This attitude contrasts starkly with the teachings on 'tantric sex' or 'sacred sexuality' that are becoming very popular in the West. According to Tantrism, those who lose their own personal consciousness in the sex act, while understanding sexual ecstasy to be an aspect of divine bliss and an offering to the Divine, can achieve rapid spiritual evolution. If the male learns to control the urge to ejaculate,* a bout of tantric love-making can even be prolonged for many hours! 

*Even if orgasm (with pelvic contractions) occurs, discharge of semen can be prevented by using three fingers to apply pressure to the perineum (midway between anus and scrotum) just before the ejaculatory spasms begin. Massaging the area afterwards facilitates reabsorption of the semen and helps to release muscular tension [11]. 

    Swami Chidananda says that for one person in a million the tantric-sex path may work, but for most people it simply amounts to pandering to lust under the guise of spirituality. The sex force is sacred, he says, but 'sacred sexuality' is a misnomer because, given the frailty of human nature, once people get enmeshed in sexuality, the sacredness tends to be forgotten. He says that sex focuses our entire attention on that part of our physical nature that we share with the animal kingdom, and this is hardly going to help us attain cosmic consciousness. If freely chosen, brahmacharya does not mean repressing or denying sexuality; it means ceasing to identify with the body and personality, and seeking to express a higher dimension of our being, for which sexual gratification is a meaningless delusion [12]. 

    Sudhir Kakar writes as follows on the attitude towards sexuality in modern Hindu culture: 

[S]exuality, whether in the erotic flourishes of Indian art and in the Dionysian rituals of its popular religion, or in the dramatic combat with ascetic longings of Yogis who seek to conquer and transform it into spiritual power, has been a perennial preoccupation of Hindu culture. . . .
    Indian 'mysticism' is typically intended to be an intensely practical affair, concerned with an alchemy of the libido that would convert it from a giver of death to a bestower of immortality. It is the sexual fire that stokes the alchemical transformation wherein the cooking pot is the body and the cooking oil is a distillation from sexual fluids. The strength of this traditional aspiration to sublimate sexuality into spirituality, semen into the elixir Soma, varies in different regions with different castes. Yet though only small sections of Indian society may act on this aspiration, it is a well-known theory subscribed to by most Hindus, including non-literate villagers. In its most popular form, the Hindu theory of sublimation goes something like this.
    Physical strength and mental power have their source in virya, a word that stands for both sexual energy and semen. Virya, in fact, is identical with the essence of maleness. Virya can either move downward in sexual intercourse, where it is emitted in its gross physical form as semen, or it can move upward through the spinal cord and into the brain, in its subtle form known as ojas. Hindus regard the downward movement of sexual energy and its emission as semen as enervating, a debilitating waste of vitality and essential energy. Of all emotions, it is said, lust throws the physical system into the greatest chaos, with every violent passion destroying millions of red blood cells. Indian metaphysical physiology maintains that food is converted into semen in a thirty-day period by successive transformations (and refinements) through blood, flesh, fat, bone, and marrow till semen is distilled -- forty drops of blood producing one drop of semen. Each ejaculation involves a loss of half an ounce of semen, which is equivalent to the vitality produced by the consumption of sixty pounds of food.
    [E]ach act of copulation is equivalent to an energy expenditure of twenty-four hours of concentrated mental activity or seventy-two hours of hard physical labour. . . .
    If, on the other hand, semen is retained, converted into ojas and moved upwards by the observance of brahmacharya, it becomes a source of spiritual life rather than a cause of physical decay. Longevity, creativity, physical and mental vitality are enhanced by the conservation of semen; memory, will power, inspiration -- scientific and artistic -- all derive from the observation of brahmacharya. . . .
    These ideas on semen and celibacy . . . are a legacy of Indian culture and are shared, so to speak, by Hindu saints and sinners alike. . . .
    The notion . . . that sexual urges amount to a creative fire -- not only for procreation but, equally, in self-creation -- is indeed compelling. [13] 

    Hindu teachings state that sexual excitement has an equally negative effect on females, due to the drain on vitality and nervous energy. 

    Kakar also observes that, 'Whereas, on the one hand, there are a number of sages in the Indian tradition (Gandhi is only the latest one to join this august assemblage), who are admired for their successful celibacy and the powers it brought them, there are, on the other hand, also innumerable folktales detailing the misadventures of randy ascetics.' The following is a tale about the fall of a Japanese sennin, or 'man of the mountains': 

Kume-no-Sennin lived an ascetic life in the mountains near Kume-dera, a Buddhist temple, and had developed the ability to feed on air and to fly through it. One day when he was winging through space, enjoying his heavenly freedom, he saw a woman washing clothes in the river beneath him. Then he noticed her white feet gleaming in the water and flew nearer, mesmerized. As he hovered in the air above her, his lustful thoughts neutralized the power that had kept him aloft, and he came crashing down to earth.
    The sennin was not injured by his fall, but he never regained his powers. He did, however, gain a wife and descendants. [14] 

    There is a story about a young man who went to Socrates to ask whether or not he should marry. 'It doesn't matter much one way or the other,' Socrates replied. 'Whatever you do, you'll regret it!' There is at least a general consensus that the most stable and satisfying personal relationships are those based on mutual love, commitment, trust, and respect rather than fickle and ephemeral desire. As Henry Edge writes: 

Personal love, the theme of poetry and romance, is compact of Love and passion. The latter, like fires in general, flames up fiercely and then dies down; and, if there is nothing more, the result is disillusionment and sorrow. But, if the divine element has entered into the feeling, then the true Love remains after the passion has subsided. But personal love, however sublime it may seem, is still a limitation, and but a stepping-stone to universal Love. True Love does not desire to possess its object, for it does not seek personal satisfaction. This may seem a high ideal, but it is true; if it is too high for you at present, yet seek not to deny it; follow whatever is best in you. Step by step we climb. [15] 
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