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About the book

In "Unprotected Texts: The Bible's Surprising Contradictions About Sex and

Desire," Jennifer Wright Knust embarks on a provocative journey through

scripture, challenging the pervasive cultural narratives that often dictate how

we view sexuality in relation to faith. With a keen scholarly eye, Knust

unearths the contradictions and complexities within biblical texts, revealing

how ancient interpretations can inform—and transform—modern

discussions about sex, desire, and morality. This compelling exploration

dares readers to reconsider the ways these sacred writings have been

historically wielded to shape attitudes towards sexuality, prompting a

refreshing dialogue that encourages faith and sexuality to coexist

harmoniously. As you delve into this engaging examination, prepare to

confront the uncomfortable truths and empowering revelations that can

reshape our understanding of both the divine and our intimate lives.
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About the author

Jennifer Wright Knust is an accomplished scholar and author renowned for

her expertise in the fields of biblical studies, sexuality, and ethics. With a

PhD from Harvard University, she brings a critical and nuanced perspective

to the interpretation of ancient texts, particularly in how they intersect with

contemporary discussions on sexuality and moral dilemmas. Knust’s work is

distinguished by her ability to challenge traditional understandings of sacred

scriptures and offer fresh insights that engage both academic audiences and

the broader public. Her notable publications include "Unprotected Texts:

The Bible's Surprising Contradictions about Sex and Desire," where she

deftly navigates complex biblical narratives and highlights their implications

for modern conversations about sexual ethics and identity.
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Chapter 1 Summary: - The Bible and the Joy of Sex

In her provocative exploration of biblical texts in Chapter 1 of "Unprotected

 Texts," Jennifer Wright Knust delves into the nuanced portrayals of desire

and sexual relationships, challenging prevailing interpretations rooted in fear

and abstinence-only rhetoric. The chapter highlights that rather than strict

prohibitions, the Bible includes various examples of desire that challenge

traditional understandings of family and marriage.

1. Knust opens with a critique of abstinence-only education, exemplified by

educator Bonnie Park’s alarming warning likening premarital sex to playing

Russian roulette. She argues that such fear-based messaging ignores biblical

narratives that celebrate sexual pleasure and express positive outcomes from

desire, as evidenced by figures like Ruth and Bathsheba, who illustrate that

sexual expression outside marriage can result in divine blessings rather than

curses.

2. The Song of Songs plays a central role in this chapter. Known for its frank

and erotic language, the poem transcends conventional notions of "family

values" by celebrating love and pleasure outside of marriage. The text’s

modern interpretation raises questions about its inclusion in the biblical

canon, despite its open celebration of sexual desire, delighting in the tense

interplay of longing and fulfillment. 
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3. Knust draws attention to Ruth's bold actions, which demonstrate desire

intertwined with agency. Her story is presented as one where love and

loyalty supersede cultural and legal restrictions. Ruth’s audacity in securing

her and Naomi's future through strategic sexual overtures illustrates a

rejection of rigid familial expectations, redefining family to encompass those

bound by love and commitment rather than legalistic definitions.

4. The narratives of King David and Jonathan further expand the chapter’s

exploration of desire beyond heterosexual relationships. Their deep bond is

depicted with intense emotional and possible erotic undertones that

challenge conventional interpretations of friendship. David’s subsequent

relationships with women reinforce the complexity of his character as a

figure embodying both power and vulnerability in his pursuit of love and

desire.

5. David’s adultery with Bathsheba signifies a critical intersection of desire,

power, and consequence. The chapter grapples with the implications of his

actions, revealing how desire, outside marriage, leads to narrative

complexities involving betrayal and tragedy rather than singular moralistic

outcomes. Knust emphasizes that the intertwining of love and power in these

relationships complicates traditional patriarchal narratives, illustrating how

desire enriches biblical discourse.

6. Combining insights from the Song of Songs, the stories of Ruth and
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Naomi, and the account of David, Knust argues for a re-examination of

sexual desire depicted in the Bible. The text reveals a landscape where

nonmarital sexual attraction is not just permissible but integral to the

unfolding of significant narratives, highlighting that desire can be both

transformative and productive, refuting simplistic moral absolutes.

In conclusion, Knust challenges contemporary interpretations of biblical

texts that often confine desire within narrow constraints, advocating for a

broader understanding that recognizes the vitality and complexity of human

relationships. By illuminating biblical perspectives that embrace sexual

desire beyond traditional frames, she invites readers to reevaluate ingrained

notions of family, sexuality, and love against the backdrop of historical and

cultural constructs.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Embracing Sexual Desire as Vital to Human Experience

Critical Interpretation: Imagine stepping into a world where desire is

not shrouded in shame or fear, but celebrated as an essential part of the

human experience. In ‘Unprotected Texts,’ Knust’s exploration

compels you to reflect on the significance of sexual desire in your own

life. Rather than adhering to the outdated and restrictive narratives

around abstinence, you can draw inspiration from figures like Ruth

and Bathsheba, who teach that pursuing love and connection can lead

to enriching and transformative experiences. This chapter invites you

to break free from societal constraints and embrace the complexity of

your feelings and relationships, fostering deeper connections with

those you hold dear. It empowers you to redefine what family and love

mean, recognizing that they are not solely bound by legal definitions

but by the authenticity and warmth of your commitments.
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Chapter 2 Summary: - Biblical Marriage

In "Unprotected Texts," Chapter 2 addresses the multifaceted nature of

 biblical marriage, arguing that there is no singular view within the

scriptures. The contemporary discourse surrounding marriage often distills

individuals' identities into a binary stance on same-sex marriage, neglecting

the complexities inherent in the biblical narrative regarding marriage and

sexual relationships. Historically, various groups have been systematically

excluded from the institution of marriage, revealing that marriage is more

than a moral or ideological issue; it is intrinsically tied to societal privileges

and property dynamics.

1. The historical context indicates that marriage has been shaped by power

structures that dictate who can marry and under what auspices. Unlike

modern assumptions, biblical texts reflect a world where women were often

treated as property to be exchanged among men. This theme recurs in

various testament writings, including the interactions between Ruth and

Boaz and David and Bathsheba, framing women within agreements made by

men, rather than as independent agents.

2. The Genesis narratives provide foundational but conflicting perspectives

on marriage. Genesis 2 describes marriage as a return to a singular "one

flesh" state, while the earlier Genesis 1 paints a picture of humanity created

in God's image, with no intrinsic hierarchy implied. This suggests a dual
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interpretation: marriage represents both a spiritual origin and a transactional

reality. The narratives ultimately challenge the contemporary understanding

of marriage that often leans on a supposed divine blueprint. 

3. The exploration of primal androgyny in early interpretation reveals that

ancient thinkers, including Jewish rabbis and early Christians, considered

humanity's initial state to be dual-gendered, suggesting that true unity

transcends sexual division. Notably, this understanding of humanity

challenges the modern interpretations that fixate on procreation and

heterosexuality as the divine intent for marriage.

4. The legal frameworks surrounding marriage in the Mosaic covenant

display a distinctly transactional view, where a woman’s value is defined

predominantly through her relationships with male guardians—fathers and

husbands. Laws in Exodus and Deuteronomy emphasize male obligations

but simultaneously reinforce their control over female sexuality. Such

regulations underscore that the male-centric view of marriage prevails,

situating women's agency within a context of male power.

5. Jesus's teachings on marriage and family further complicate the traditional

understanding. In the Gospels, Jesus appears indifferent to family ties and

suggests that those who follow him may need to forsake their familial

obligations. He discourages marriage, promotes celibacy, and portrays

earthly relationships as temporary and transitory, leading to an
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eschatological vision that diminishes the value of marriage in favor of

complete devotion to God.

6. In summary, the biblical texts collectively reveal an absence of a unified

stance on marriage. The narratives from Genesis, the legal codes in the

Torah, and the teachings of Jesus converge to illustrate a complex interplay

of power, gender, and divine intent. Rather than providing a clear

endorsement of heterosexual marriage as the societal ideal, the scriptures

reflect a mosaic of interpretations, making it impossible to reduce biblical

teachings on marriage to a singular doctrine. Thus, discussions about

marriage today, including questions about same-sex unions, cannot be

adequately addressed through simplistic biblical interpretations. The biblical

narrative ultimately opens the door to varied understandings of love, desire,

and human relationships beyond rigid frameworks.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Embrace Complexity in Relationships

Critical Interpretation: The chapter illuminates the multifaceted nature

of marriage as portrayed in biblical texts, suggesting that our

understanding of relationships should embrace complexity instead of

reducing them to binary choices. As you navigate your own

relationships, remember that love, commitment, and connection

cannot be confined to societal norms or simplistic definitions. By

acknowledging the nuances and diverse expressions of intimacy and

partnership, you open yourself to richer, more meaningful connections

that celebrate the uniqueness of each person and the varied forms of

love that can exist. This perspective encourages you to approach

relationships with compassion and openness, allowing for growth and

understanding that transcends traditional boundaries.
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Chapter 3: - The Evil Impulse

In an exploration of the regulation of sexual desire within Christianity,

 Chapter 3 of "Unprotected Texts" by Jennifer Wright Knust delves into the

contrasting views on sexuality espoused by modern evangelical leaders and

those of ancient Christian thought. The chapter opens with an anecdote

about Reverend Ed Young, who suggests that increased married sexual

intimacy is a cure for societal woes, positing that sexual fulfillment acts as a

divine remedy to challenges such as economic crisis and strained

relationships. This perspective situates sexuality within a framework of

marital duty reflective of a divinely mandated hierarchy, wherein conjugal

relations are celebrated as restorative and pivotal in the establishment of

family order.

However, this contemporary view sharply contrasts with ancient Christian

thinking, particularly as articulated by early Christians who regarded sexual

desire as an "evil impulse," suggesting that, while sexual intercourse may be

ordained by God, it should be controlled and not engaged in without strict

purpose. The chapter outlines this dichotomy primarily through two lenses:
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Chapter 4 Summary: - Sexual Politics

Chapter 4 of "Unprotected Texts" by Jennifer Wright Knust delves into the

 intersection of sexual politics, religious beliefs, and violence as reflected in

biblical narratives. It begins by contextualizing modern perspectives on

violence through quotes from prominent religious figures like Jerry Falwell

and Jerry Vines, who attributed societal ills to paganism, feminism,

homosexuality, and foreign religions. Their rhetoric highlights a significant

theme: the identification of enemies through the lens of sexual immorality, a

tactic that echoes ancient biblical texts.

1. Both Falwell and Vines utilized the ancient strategy of associating divine

wrath with sexual deviance, arguing that such immorality legitimized

violence against those deemed offensive to God. Despite their contradictory

perspectives on the origin of sin and attacks, both sought to frame violence

as divinely warranted, correlating sinfulness with the violent acts against

America, reminiscent of biblical narratives that equate idolatry with sexual

promiscuity.

2. The chapter critically examines biblical accusations against non-Israelites,

especially the Canaanites, framing their worship practices as constitutive of

sexual moral failures, including the myth of sacred prostitution. This

portrayal justified the conquest and destruction of enemy nations, asserting

that these peoples were not only theologically flawed but also sexually
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corrupt—an argument that enabled Israel to position itself as morally

superior.

3. Central to the argument is the metaphor of Israel as God's wife and

non-Israelites as prostitutes. This imagery, prevalent in prophetic texts like

those of Hosea and Ezekiel, conflates religious faithfulness with sexual

fidelity, presenting idolatry as a form of sexual infidelity. Such

representations served to vilify other cultures while emphasizing Israel's

exclusive covenant with God, which, according to the biblical narrative,

justifies catastrophic violence against perceived enemies.

4. A historical analysis reveals that accusations of sacred prostitution against

the Canaanites and those in Corinth stem from misinterpretations of ancient

practices. Archaeological evidence does not substantiate claims of

widespread prostitution within Canaanite temples, debunking the myth that

these practices were distinct from those of the Israelites. This confusion is

partly due to translation biases over centuries and the enduring narrative that

segregates Israelite morality from the sexual behaviors of surrounding

nations.

5. The book of Leviticus is pivotal in this discourse, establishing a series of

laws that define sexual immorality, particularly highlighting incest, adultery,

and nonprocreative sex. The laws are couched in terms that portray

Canaanites as emblematic of moral decay, while simultaneously revealing
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that key biblical figures, including patriarchs and kings, often flouted the

moral standards they were supposedly meant to uphold. Such inconsistencies

suggest that biblical authors used sexual laws as a means of critiquing their

contemporaries and reinforcing social norms.

6. The chapter culminates by discussing how biblical sex crimes not only

function as legal restrictions but also as instruments for shaping societal

values. The inconsistencies and overlaps in the application and interpretation

of these laws reflect broader cultural anxieties about identity, purity, and the

threats posed by foreign peoples or differing religious beliefs. Even as

biblical texts position themselves as moral arbiters, they often reveal

complex and human shortcomings, challenging the notion of a singular,

divinely ordained moral truth.

The exploration of sexual and religious politics in biblical narratives

showcases how they served to elevate Israelite identity while delegitimizing

others, framing societal violence not merely as a matter of conflict but as a

performative expression of sacred allegiance against perceived moral and

spiritual corruption.

Key Themes Description

Intersection of
Sexual Politics
and Religion

Examines how modern religious rhetoric links violence with sexual
immorality, referencing figures like Jerry Falwell and Jerry Vines.
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Key Themes Description

Divine Wrath and
Violence

Discusses how both Falwell and Vines argued divine punishment
was justified against those perceived to be morally deviant,
paralleling ancient biblical texts.

Accusations
Against
Canaanites

Analyzes biblical portrayals of Canaanites, claiming their worship
linked to sexual moral failures, thus justifying Israel's violent
conquests.

Metaphor of
Israel as God's
Wife

Explores the portrayal of Israel's faithfulness as sexual fidelity,
vilifying other nations and justifying violence through narratives of
idolatry.

Misinterpretations
of Sacred
Prostitution

Reveals that biblical accusations of sacred prostitution against the
Canaanites lack archaeological support, highlighting translation
biases.

Role of Leviticus
Examines sexual laws in Leviticus that embody societal morals
while addressing inconsistencies in their application by biblical
figures.

Biblical Sex
Crimes as Social
Instruments

Discusses how biblical sex laws shape societal values and reflect
cultural anxieties about purity and identity against outsiders.

Conclusion
Highlights how biblical narratives elevate Israelite identity while
delegitimizing others, framing violence as a defense of sacred
values.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: The dangers of linking morality to violence in religious

narratives.

Critical Interpretation: As you explore the complexities of Chapter 4

in 'Unprotected Texts,' consider how the narratives that frame violence

as a divine endpoint can shape societal views today. You might realize

that when confronted with differing beliefs or lifestyles, it's easy to

slip into rhetoric that labels others as morally corrupt or dangerous.

This chapter inspires you to challenge that instinct—pushing you to

strive for understanding and compassion rather than polarization. By

recognizing the historical misuse of religious and sexual morality to

justify harm, you can consciously choose to advocate for dialogue,

inclusivity, and a deeper exploration of what it means to be ethically

aligned with your faith, rather than resorting to outdated paradigms of

conflict and division.
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Chapter 5 Summary: - Strange Flesh

In Chapter 5 of "Unprotected Texts" by Jennifer Wright Knust, various

 narratives from the Bible are explored, particularly focusing on the themes

of strange flesh, sexual congress with angels, and the implications of such

unions. The chapter begins with references to the poet Rainer Maria Rilke,

who muses on the dangers of seeking divine intimacy. This idea is expanded

through biblical narratives, which condemn but also depict illicit sexual

relationships between humans and angels, as well as between Israelites and

foreign women.

1. The chapter opens with a poetic reflection on the intense desire for divine

connection, likening angelic embraces to beauty that can lead to destruction.

Rilke's musings express the human longing to reach beyond earthly

existence, but biblical texts warn that such desires result in catastrophe.

2. The story of the "sons of God" and "daughters of men" in Genesis 6

introduces the concept of divine beings engaging with human women,

resulting in the Nephilim—mythical giants whose existence warrants God's

drastic response: a flood to cleanse the earth. This narrative underscores a

historical concern that such unions corrupt both the heavenly and earthly

realms.

3. The Book of Enoch provides further elaboration on these themes. In the
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Book of Watchers, two hundred angels descend to earth, leading to dire

consequences for humanity, including the introduction of violence and

magic. The narrative illustrates a belief that angelic influence leads humanity

to wickedness, culminating in divine punishment.

4. The chapter also examines the implications of intermarriage with foreign

women as an equivalent threat to the purity and identity of Israel. The text

recounts Ezra’s severe measures against such unions post-exile, framing

them as a necessary defense against cultural corruption.

5. The story of Sodom is critically reassessed, revealing that the men of

Sodom’s attempts to rape angels is viewed as an unnatural crossing of divine

boundaries. The analogy strengthens the argument that crossing such

boundaries—whether divine or ethnic—results in punishment. Jude and 2

Peter directly link the sins of angels with Sodom to emphasize the dangers of

transgressing these established lines.

6. A recurring theme throughout these narratives is the concept of protective

boundaries—whether between heaven and earth or among different ethnic

identities. Intermarriages and sexual mixing are depicted as existential

threats, suggesting that they could compromise the sanctity and survival of

the community.

7. This exploration is contextualized within broader societal fears
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manifesting through historical epochs—showing how anxieties about sexual

relations with "the other," whether divine or foreign, echo throughout time

and across cultures.

8. The chapter concludes by foreshadowing upcoming discussions on the

bodily aspects of sexuality in the biblical context. It suggests a continuum of

concern regarding the purity of both communal and individual identities

through the lens of sexual practices and their implications for maintaining

the sanctity of the divine-human relationship.

In summary, Chapter 5 systematically investigates biblical narratives that

associate sexual unions outside established boundaries with catastrophic

consequences, compelling the reader to consider how these ancient fears

resonate with contemporary discussions on identity, purity, and the sanctity

of communal relationships.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: The dangers of seeking divine intimacy and crossing

established boundaries.

Critical Interpretation: Imagine standing at the edge of your comfort

zone, yearning to reach for something higher, something transcendent.

In this pivotal reflection from Chapter 5, you're reminded that while

the allure of divine intimacy can be intoxicating, it often comes with

inherent risks. The biblical narratives warn you that such aspirations,

if unchecked, lead not to enlightenment but to chaos and destruction.

This becomes a profound lesson in your own life: the understanding

that the boundaries you maintain—whether personal, emotional, or

spiritual—are not merely lines drawn in the sand, but vital forms of

protection that nurture your identity. As you navigate your

relationships and aspirations, you come to appreciate the delicate

balance between yearning for the divine and respecting the sanctity of

your boundaries. This insight inspires you to embrace a path that

honors both your deep desires and the integrity of your community,

urging you to tread carefully in pursuit of your highest ideals.
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Chapter 6: - Bodily Parts

In Chapter 6 of "Unprotected Texts," Jennifer Wright Knust examines the

 complex and evolving beliefs surrounding corporeal aspects of humanity as

reflected in biblical and historical contexts, highlighting three crucial

themes: the significance of bodily practices, the intersection of sex and

reproductive capacity, and the theological implications of bodily fluids.

1. The tension between ancient and modern views on bodily immortality is

initially illustrated through the story of Ted Williams and the divergence

between contemporary scientific pursuits, like cryonics, and ancient beliefs

where health issues and concepts of immortality were intertwined with

divine intervention. Biblical writers, unlike modern thinkers, relied on God

rather than science to navigate issues of life, death, and the human body.

Therefore, biblical discussions concerning circumcision, menstruation, and

reproductive fluids heavily emphasized social and theological ramifications

rather than medical or scientific perspectives.

2. Biblical perspectives on bodies profoundly linked sexual practices with
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Chapter 7 Summary: Conclusion

In the Gospel of John, an encounter between Jesus and a Samaritan woman

 at a well is rich with symbolic meaning and has been the subject of varied

interpretations throughout history. As Jesus asks the woman for water, the

exchange reveals deeper truths about desire, belief, and redemption. When

Jesus speaks of "living water," he draws a contrast between temporary

satisfaction and enduring spiritual fulfillment. The woman, intrigued,

requests this living water, but the conversation takes a pivotal turn when

Jesus inquires about her marital history, revealing that she has had five

husbands and is currently with a man who is not her husband. 

1. Interpretative Tensions: Historical interpretations of this encounter have

often portrayed the woman as sinful, with early Christian theologians like

Tertullian labeling her as an adulteress. Such readings emphasize the

transformative power of Jesus to redeem even the most disreputable,

underlining themes of mercy and correction. Conversely, modern

interpreters often seek to reframe her story, arguing that the focus should be

on the broader themes of her identity and the theological implications of her

five husbands, suggesting they symbolize the idolatries of the

Samaritans—historically viewed as outsiders by Judeans.

2. Symbolism of the Husbands: Some scholars argue that the five husbands

represent the five senses or theological errors that distract individuals from
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true faith. Others view the husbands as a metaphor for the mixed religious

practices of the Samaritan people, indicating their divergence from Judean

religious norms. This interpretation underscores the Gospel’s broader

invitation to a collective return to worship under the one true God of Israel.

Furthermore, contemporary analyses highlight that the woman serves as a

conduit of the Gospel, demonstrating the pivotal role women can take in

spiritual leadership and evangelism, challenging traditional gender roles.

3. The Role of Interpretation: The chapter emphasizes that understanding

biblical narratives requires an acknowledgment of our interpretative roles.

Just as early Christians, including Paul and Matthew, engaged in creative

interpretations of Scripture, contemporary readers are invited to recognize

their preconceptions and desires while engaging with biblical texts. The

notion that biblical texts should provide clear, consistent guidance,

particularly on contentious issues like sexuality, is increasingly questioned.

Instead, the Bible is seen as a tapestry of diverse narratives and moral

complexities that cannot easily yield straightforward answers.

4. Embracing the Complexity: The author argues that the confidence of early

interpreters in their theological perspectives should inspire modern readers

to approach the Bible with similar honesty and openness. Recognizing the

multiplicity of interpretations enriches our understanding and allows for a

more nuanced approach to ethical matters. The biblical narrative is often

marked by contradiction, pointing to a complex human experience in
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relation to faith and morality. Rather than seeking a single, authoritative

interpretation, readers are encouraged to draw diverse insights from the text.

5. Connection and Longing: The narrative of Mary Magdalene encountering

the risen Jesus serves as a metaphor for the human search for divine

connection. When Mary expresses her desire to touch Jesus, her longing for

tangible faith reflects a common challenge for believers grappling with

spiritual truths. The rebuff she receives—an instruction not to

touch—mirrors the challenge of grasping the full meaning of the Bible,

where clear answers seem elusive. Yet, the promise of the Holy Spirit and

the shared experiences within the community of faith provide comfort and

affirmation amidst uncertainty.

In conclusion, the diverse interpretations stemming from the interaction

between Jesus and the Samaritan woman highlight the richness of biblical

texts. They challenge readers to engage dynamically with Scripture,

pursuing deeper meanings that resonate with their own spiritual journeys. As

the woman sought living water to quench her thirst, the exploration of the

text encourages believers to seek fulfilling and transformative interpretations

of their faith, recognizing the divine potential present in diverse readings and

understandings.
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