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What is unique about sex? Why is it different from, say, two people who engage in a tennis game?

Well, for one thing, sex is connected to kinship systems. Your kinship system defines in part who your friends are (your local and extended support networks) and your wealth (through dowries, marital alliances, inheritance laws, etc.). Sex is fraught with societal consequences (though less so in the last century in the West).

Second, as William Butler Yeats once wrote (in a letter to Olivia Shakespear, Oct. 1927), “only two topics can be of the least interest to a serious and studious mood—sex and the dead.” “Sex” refers here not just to an adolescent fixation on orgasm but to all aspects of the reproductive system in a person’s life: attraction, flirting, courtship, betrothal, marriage, spouses’ shared lives (intertwined existences), children (intertwined DNAs), grandchildren. Yeats’s two topics comprise the structure of a human life: the upward slope of sex, the downward slope of death. (In ancient Chinese, yang meant the sunny side of a hill, yin meant the shadowy side.)

Third, sex makes us exceptionally vulnerable. To have sex with someone is to lay oneself open—physically, emotionally, spiritually—to a far greater degree than is the case with almost any other activity.

Fourth, sex is a participation in God’s creativity. God is the Creator of human life, but we are his co-creators. Around sex, therefore, there is numinousness.

So, yes, there are reasons why sex is surrounded by concerns and taboos that a tennis relationship lacks. But these same concerns are also what is positive about sex, what makes it enthralling: it is at the heart of a person’s existence, it makes us vulnerable, and it is holy.



What about sex between a professor and a college student?

One harm in such a relationship is the likelihood of unfairness in grading and the sense of unfairness that students who know about the relationship might experience.

But the primary harm that can result from teacher-student sexual relations surely comes from the power imbalance: it is the potential for coercion. It’s the same harm that needs to be prevented in disproportionate relationships between bosses and underlings, or between movie moguls (Harvey Weinstein) and actresses, between the mega-rich (Jeffrey Epstein and Ghislaine Maxwell) and underage girls.

Twenty or so years ago, my University, the University of St Thomas in Houston, circulated its updated policy on sexual harassment, in which it forbade any romantic relations between teachers and students. The University solicited comments. So I wrote a letter to the Administration, pointing out that, though my wife and I fell in love when I was a teacher and she a student (although never my student), the result was a 45-year marriage. “True love is hard enough to find in this world,” I wrote. “If coercion has been guarded against, I don’t see why all romantic inclinations need be proscribed.” Of course I did not hear back. And UST wisely listened to its lawyers and not to me.

