THE LEGACY
OF RABBI
HILLEL: THE
NATURE OF
SEX

Ruth Cohn MFT

Ruth Cohn MFT

are well within the range
of countless generic
couples of every ilk.
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A

s a little girl I
learned a story
about Rabbi Hillel,
a Talmudic scholar and
sage living some time
around the first century.
As the story goes, a
skeptic challenged him,
pointedly demanding,
“Rabbi, tell us the essence
of Torah while standing
on one foot.” Rabbi Hillel
did not hesitate, perched
on one foot he replied, If
I am not for myself, who
will be for me? And if I
am only for myself, what
good am I? If not now,
when? All the rest is but
commentary. Now go
and study!

the famous quote in
Hebrew. Some years
ago as an adult I heard
the story again, and it
dawned on me: Rabbi
Hillel may have been
the first sex therapist!
What he was teaching,
besides being the
essence of Torah, is
in fact the essence of
good sex! In order for
sex to be satisfying, a
sexual partner must be
present to his or her own
experience, present to
the experience of the
other partner, and in the
present moment. All the
rest is icing. I say, now go
and practice!

Having heard it so many
times, I even remember

Most children of
trauma and neglect
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never learned the
fundamentals about sex
and sexuality or, through
distorted, haphazard,
or cataclysmic
experience, they pieced
together whatever their
understanding of sex
came to be. This chapter
will attempt to provide
some fundamentals
about a decidedly
enormous topic. Before
we begin, however,
one important sidebar:
Although trauma and
neglect undoubtedly
complicate sexual
life and often make
of it anything from a
challenge to a protracted
nightmare, many
aspects of what our
couples struggle with

So without any intention
of minimizing the pain,
I do wish to some
extent to “normalize”
or destigmatize the
difficulties and suffering
of survivor couples.
Since most men and
women do not go around
talking openly about
their sexual difficulties or
dysfunctions, everyone is
prone to believe “Nobody
else has them except
me.” So far from the truth!
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SEXUAL
HEALTH

I

n 1972, select
representatives of 60
countries, under the
auspices of the World
Health Organization,
assembled to craft a
definition of sexual health.
It took them many weeks
of laborious debate
to hammer it out. Well
beyond the absence of
illness or injury, sexual
health is multifaceted
and laden in its diverse
characteristics and
meanings. It is shaped by
culture, morality, politics,
economics, religion,
aesthetics, reproductive
norms, the march of
history, and more.
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Returning to our
exploration of
attachment styles, we
might superimpose
the overlay of sexual
development onto the
attachment trajectory.
Beginning around the
age of 2 children begin to
notice their genitals and,
like with everything else,
become curious about
them as a source of play
and pleasure.

I

n 2009, they returned
to the table to update
their files. (Those
interested can read
their definitions in the
archives of the WHO
or even the 2002 U.S.
Surgeon General’s
Report.) I only mention
this as a reminder that
what we each identify
or strive for as our own
sexual relationship ideal
can have as many
possible forms as the
world is wide. First with
ourselves and then with
our partners, it behooves
us to do what that
patient and persistent
committee has done:
define our terms and
elaborate a vision.
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HOW DID IT
BEGIN?

I

deally, parents
would be good sex
educators as children
progress through the
developmental stages,
each stage studded with
mystery and curiosity.
Unfortunately, this is
rarely the case, at least
in our culture, fraught as
it is with chaotic, mixed
messages about sex.
When there is childhood
sexual abuse, the
messages are all the
more contorted and
incomprehensible to
children. When there is
neglect, the child is cast
out into the void to figure
it out or find answers
somehow (which also
makes that child more
vulnerable to abuse).

Of course it is natural to
want to look and touch,
just as at this stage it
is natural that most
anything is a toy, and
most likely goes straight
in the mouth! These little
ones need care, support,
and safe boundaries for
their exploration. Viewing
the emergence of body
awareness through
the lens of developing
attachment patterns
offers much food for
thought, to which we shall
return later.
As children become a
little older, they begin
to notice and think
about gender and
gender identity. They are
fascinated with who is a
girl and who is a boy and
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what they themselves
are. They might become
quite interested in both
Mommy’s and Daddy’s
bodies and how they
are different from each
other’s and from “mine.”
Again, the curiosity is
most natural. Again, as
they pursue their innate
explorations, they must
be watched and guided,
oriented, and kept safe.
What do you imagine
about the budding
sexual development of
the various attachment
styles: the avoidantly
attached? The anxious
ambivalent? The

disorganized disoriented?
How do you imagine
attachment styles affect
the shape of emerging
sexuality, even apart from
any untoward life events?
As they grow, go to
school, and have peers
and friends, children
are still more aware of
gender. Depending on
their culture, they might
be treated in specific
ways that shape or
dictate their
developing gender
identities. They will
certainly be inspired to
compare notes with each
other. Some children now

have the good fortune
to have parents who
answer their questions
and help them find their
own way. Sadly, that is
still, for the most part, the
exception.
What do you remember
about your early years
of life? What do you
remember noticing or
thinking about your own
body? What messages
did you receive at home
or at school about
gender? About touch?
What was the response
to your curiosity or your
questions? Was it even
OK to ask questions or talk

about such things? What
kinds of words were used
to refer to body parts, if
they were spoken of at
all? Do you remember
any feelings about your
own body or the bodies
of others? Or is it all a
blank?
With puberty, havoc
breaks loose in the
bodies of both genders.
These young people
watch their bodies
morph before their wide
eyes, and beyond the
visible, they helplessly
observe changes in
function, sensation, and
emotion. They even smell
and sound different to
themselves. And they
might be visited by new
and confounding, even
perhaps frightening
impulses and urges.
They might be visited by
dreams and fantasies
and feelings about
others that are different,
highly stimulating, even
exciting. And all this at a
developmental time that
is centered on identity
formation.
What do you remember
about your own changing
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body? What was it like
seeing and feeling it
change? What did you
receive in the way of sex
education? Was your
developing maturity
a source of joy and
celebration or cause for
shame and hiding? What
were the messages you
got about becoming a
sexual being? How did
you feel about it yourself?
Was there anyone you
could talk to? Where, if
anywhere, could you go
for information?

talk about it? What about
body image? What do
you remember thinking
and feeling about your
changing body? What
were the messages you
received about that?
These early and
formative experiences
are the canvas upon
which later life events
were painted, the
context or environment
surrounding whatever
else did or did not

It is also natural for
young people to
encounter the mystery of
masturbation. For some
it can be an exciting,
empowering experience
of discovery, perhaps of
autonomy and control.
For others it may be
an embarrassment
or a sin. What do you
remember about it?
What messages did you
receive from your family,
friends, and community
about masturbation?
And what did you make
of those messages? Did
you learn it was OK to
talk about sex? If so, with
whom? And what sort of
language did you use to
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occur. And they are
the foundation upon
which subsequent
and ultimately adult
relationships emerged
and took shape.
Considering them is
part of the process of
creating a coherent
autobiography.
Verbalizing and sharing
them with your partner
can be a powerful and
intimate way to be more
deeply known to each
other. What would that be
like?
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