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 I have long considered the passage we heard from John 8 to be a pretty good 
argument against the death penalty.  The law says that the death penalty is the appropriate 
punishment for adultery.  Jesus stops the crowd from carrying out that penalty.  It seems 
pretty clear that Jesus is anti-death penalty. 

 At least in the case of adultery. 

 When only one of the party is brought to justice. 

 And that last statement is an important one for this sermon series.  The crowd is 
only seeking to punish the woman, as if the adultery is her fault.  She was caught in the act, 
they say.  That means the other party was there.  Why aren’t they hauling the man away to 
be killed, too?  It’s as if the guy gets a pass. 

 For generations, we’ve been letting men get away with sexual harassment and 
sexual assault.  We’ve been slut-shaming the women and giving the men a pass.  In my 
studying for this sermon series, I’ve learned some of the reasons why people sexually 
harass. 

 According to John Pryor, a psychologist at Illinois State University, there are three 
personality factors that increase the likelihood that a man will be a sexual harasser:  a lack 
of empathy, a belief in traditional gender roles, and a tendency toward authoritarianism.  In 
his research, Pryor found that when men with these personality traits are in an 
environment or system that suggests they can get away with it, they will do it.1 

 Add to this information the results of more recent studies showing that power 
makes people impulsive, less worried about social conventions, and less concerned about 
the effect of ones actions on others.  Other studies show that powerful people become more 
focused on themselves, are more likely to objectify others, and are more likely to 
overestimate how much others like them.  Sometimes powerful people will think that there 
are sexual signals coming from subordinates that simply aren’t there.2 

 Why men are much more likely to sexually harass than women is not completely 
clear.  “It’s not like women are somehow immune from dark personality traits,” 
psychologist Louise Fitzgerald said, “but we know from gender research that men are more 
aggressive, more socialized to seek sex and believe they have a right to it.”3 

                                                        
1 William Wan, “What makes some men sexual harassers? …” The Washington Post, 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/speaking-of-science/wp/2017/12/20/what-makes-some-men-
sexual-harassers-science-tries-to-explain-the-harvey-weinsteins-of-the-world/ (posted 22 December 2017; 
accessed 29 January 2018). 
2 Ibid. 
3 Quoted in ibid. 
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https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/speaking-of-science/wp/2017/12/20/what-makes-some-men-sexual-harassers-science-tries-to-explain-the-harvey-weinsteins-of-the-world/
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 I do not think this greater aggression is simply biological.  It is not, as Andrew 
Sullivan proposed in a column for New York magazine,4 simply a matter of testosterone.  
There is something about the ways we raise boys that makes the men they grow into more 
aggressive than women, particularly more sexually aggressive.  One of the dangerous ways 
we do this is by doing what happened in the story from John’s gospel.  We give the men a 
pass. 

 Consider these three things we tell boys and girls that gives boys a pass. 

• Boys will be boys. 
• He does that because he likes you. 
• It’s just locker room talk. 

 Perhaps a little more strongly than the other two phrases (though I think all three 
do this), saying, “Boys will be boys,” teaches that there is only one way to be a boy, and that 
way is to be violent, rough, and tumble.  It implies that boys are biologically wired to be 
violent and that they should be excused from the consequences of that behavior.  It turns 
out, according to neuroscientist Lise Eliot, that there is very little difference between the 
brains of girls and boys.5  When our culture buys into the idea that maleness is to be 
equated with violence, we excuse behaviors that hurt others physically or emotionally. 

 The junior high boy snaps the bra strap of the junior high girl in the hallway.  When 
the girl informs a teacher, the teacher says the boy did it because “he likes you and doesn’t 
know another way to tell you.”  It gets said again and again.  I am guilty of saying it – not at 
the junior high level, but with elementary kids.  When we say it, we are reinforcing that 
idea that boys are incapable of expressing themselves through any means other than 
violence. 

 “When we dismiss boys’ aggression as evidence of affection,… we sell all children 
short.  To girls, the message is, ‘That violent act to which you did not consent means that he 
feels love for you.’  And the message to boys is, ‘When you feel an emotion, you should 
express it through violence.’”6 

 Consider what those messages do.  They imply “that it’s strange for boys to have 
feelings of love that are disconnected from feelings of violence [or power over another].…  
When we tell our boys it’s normal to show that they like someone by hurting them, we 
don’t just excuse toxic masculinity – we encourage it.  We are effectively not teaching our 
children what safe and consensual relationships look like at the moments when they are 
just starting to come of age sexually.”7 

 Likewise, we give boys and men a pass when we excuse their stories of sexual 
assault as “locker room talk.”  We’re essentially saying “boys will be boys,” but in an 
advanced way.  We are saying not only that it is okay, but that it is appropriate, that it is 

                                                        
4 http://nymag.com/daily/intelligencer/2018/01/sullivan-metoo-must-choose-between-reality-and-
ideology.html  
5 Colleen Clemens, “Say No to ‘Boys Will Be Boys,’” Teaching Tolerance, 
https://www.tolerance.org/magazine/say-no-to-boys-will-be-boys (posted 17 December 2017; accessed 29 
January 2018). 
6 Ibid. 
7 Ibid. 
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expected for boys and men to perform their masculinity and their sexuality in aggressive 
ways.  And that is toxic for all of us. 

 About three weeks ago, a pseudonymous woman’s account of a difficult encounter 
with comedian Aziz Ansari was published online.8  They met, exchanged phone numbers, 
exchanged text messages, and then went out on a date.  The date ended in Ansari’s 
apartment and became very sexual very quickly – from kissing to undressing to Ansari 
saying he was going to go grab a condom, all in a matter minutes.  “Grace [the woman’s 
pseudonym] voiced her hesitation explicitly.  ‘I said something like, “Whoa, let’s relax for a 
sec, let’s chill.”’  She says he then resumed kissing her, briefly performed oral sex on her, 
and asked her to do the same thing to him.  She did, but not for long.”9  The date ended, and 
she left – very upset.  For her, this was a #MeToo moment. 

 There was a lot of push back about this article – a lot.  The woman was not an 
employee of Ansari, so there were no workplace dynamics in the situation.  “Her repeated 
objections and pleas that they ‘slow down’ were all well and good, but they did not square 
with the fact that she eventually gave Ansari oral sex.  Finally, crucially, she was free to 
leave.  “Why didn't she just get out of there as soon as she felt uncomfortable? many people 
explicitly or implicitly asked.”10 

 This question is, I think, the other side of the enculturation issue I just scratched the 
surface of about male sexual aggression.  And I’ll tell you, I don’t know all the possible 
reasons.  But I found a very informative article online that opened my eyes, titled “The 
female price of male pleasure.”  I hope you will read it; click here. 

 It’s thesis is this:  “Women are enculturated to be uncomfortable most of the time.  
And to ignore their discomfort.”11  Loofbourow, the author of the article, starts with this 
little factoid:  According to a study published on the National Institutes of Health website, 
30 percent of women report pain during vaginal sex, 72 percent report pain during anal 
sex, and “large proportions” don’t tell their partners when sex hurts.12  She goes on to 
explore how and why women and men have entirely different understandings of what 
makes sexual intercourse “bad sex.” 

 She notes that there are five times as many clinical trials studying men’s sexual 
pleasure as there are studies into the severe physical pain some women experience during 
sex.  Why?  “Because,” she concludes, “we live in a culture that sees female pain as normal 
and male pleasure as a right.” 

 She writes about women who continue having sexual intercourse even though it is 
painful.  She writes about women being taught to expect the first time they have sexual 
intercourse to be painful – and if the first time, why not the second time?  And then there’s 
                                                        
8 Katie Way, “I went on a date with Aziz Ansari. It turned into the worst night of my life,” babe.net, 
https://babe.net/2018/01/13/aziz-ansari-28355 (posted 14 January 2018 [as best I can tell]; accessed 3 
February 2018). 
9 Ibid. 
10 Lili Loofbourow, “The female price of male pleasure,” The Week, 
http://theweek.com/articles/749978/female-price-male-pleasure (posted 25 January 2018; accessed 29 
January 2018). 
11 Ibid. 
12 https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25648245  
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the discomfort the fashion industry pushes on women, largely for the sexual gratification of 
men. 

 One of the reasons women don’t just leave when a social encounter turns 
uncomfortable sexually is that they are taught that uncomfortable is the norm.  This is 
probably also a reason that some women don’t realize that the uncomfortable situation 
they just had – in the workplace or at school or at church or at the sports club – was sexual 
harassment.  And even if they do recognize it as such, it may be a reason they don’t bother 
reporting it. 

 There are two other reasons I can think of that people (of all genders) don’t report 
sexual harassment and sexual assaults.  The first is that they don’t think they’re going to be 
believed.  It’s what happened to the women in the story we heard from Luke’s gospel, and 
they weren’t even reporting an assault.  The women go to the tomb where Jesus’ body was 
laid after the crucifixion to give it a proper preparation.  But when they get there, the body 
is gone and they have an angelic visitation.  When they report what happened to the men 
who were followers of Jesus, they are not believed.  The men don’t believe them. 

 The other reason I can think of that people don’t report sexual harassment and 
sexual violence is that they worry that their reporting will be met with more violence.  You 
may remember the recent special election for Alabama’s vacant Senate seat.  One of the 
candidates, Roy Moore, was accused of sexual misconduct in the weeks leading up to the 
election.  This is what happened to home of Tina Moore, one of the accusers.13 

 

The fire is being investigated as an arson.  The fear that reporting will be met with more 
violence is reasonable. 

 Which brings me to the last thing I want to touch on in this sermon:  What do we do 
about all this?  I’ll go into this in much more detail next week.  This week, I want to say 

                                                        
13 M.L. Nestel, “Over $150,000 raised after Roy Moore accuser’s home burns down in suspicious fire,” ABC 
News, http://abcnews.go.com/US/100000-raised-roy-moore-accusers-home-burns-
suspicious/story?id=52192189 (posted 7 January 2018; accessed 3 January 2018). 
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there are at least three basic things we can do when we see harassment, or even assault, 
taking place: 

• We can disrupt the situation.  This needs to be done in a way that is as safe as possible.  
You may want some support from another when you do this.  I’ll offer some examples of 
how this can be done next week. 

• We can confront the harasser.  This doesn’t have to be done in the moment and it isn’t 
appropriate in all situations.  But when it’s appropriate there are ways to do this.  More 
next week. 

• And we can ask the target of the harassment how we can help.  This might seem 
obvious, but researchers say it’s crucial to check in the with target of harassment and 
offer to help – like offering to go with them to Human Resources if the harassment takes 
place at work. 

 The other thing that’s important to do when someone discloses harassment or 
abuse.  Believe them.  Telling someone, “I believe you,” can give them the support they need 
to get the help they need to get the healing they deserve.  We can do a better job than the 
male disciples did on Easter morning. 

Amen. 

 

 


