Three Levels of Sex
There’s a lot of confusion about what sex should or shouldn’t be. I’d like to present a very simple three-level model that includes the common ways people go about being sexual with one another. It will be seen from this model that, while various of us come from quite different places regarding sex, each is getting needs met. The question is not whether what we’re doing is okay, but rather whether it’s optimal, given where we are in our lives. Perhaps if the culture talked about sex a little more in these terms, people would choose to broaden and deepen their sexual experience.

Level one is experimental, adolescent sex. The focus is on “me,” not just in sex but in life in general. The child, and also the adolescent, is typically egocentric, and motivated by curiosity and self-satisfaction. So the way young people go about sex is to seek novel, pleasurable experience, and to pay attention almost exclusively to the way they themselves are feeling. Little if any thought is given to the experience of the partner. People are not really “making love” at this stage, they’re “fooling around,” “screwing,” etc. While the acts are happening, the adolescent is concentrating on his or her own pleasure, and additionally on the boost to self-esteem that’s occurring. “I’m potent,” “I’m desirable, “I’m doing this cool thing,” is what’s being thought.
I think there’s nothing wrong with this. It’s natural, and usually leads to a familiarity with how sex works and a desire to have more of it. So, as a learning exercise, it serves a good purpose. But if the adolescent never moves beyond this point, the greater potential of sex isn’t realized.

Level two is adult, more mature sexual activity. The focus is less on “me” than on “we,” and “f-ing” has become “lovemaking.” In addition to meeting the biological goal of procreation, sex at this stage has the power to open us beyond ourselves, to broaden our experience from self-pleasure to dedication to the pleasure of another, from ego gratification to ego expansion. The reason we grow to like this sort of sex so much is because the heart, as well as the body, is involved, and we feel an upwelling of love as well as of pleasure. The experience of being unified with someone else, and therefore larger and more complete than we usually are, is far more rewarding than any sort of purely physical pleasure. At this level, sex is an opportunity to experience the wonder, mystery, and greatness of love, and takes us out of separateness into unity with another. 
By extension, then, the third level of sexual activity continues and deepens the opening into love. At this level, which we can call spiritual or fully mature sexuality, the self, in lovemaking, expands not only to include the immediate partner but also all of creation. Lovemaking becomes a consciously sacred practice, and the experience of unification that results joins the partners not only to each other but to everything. At this stage, the ego boundaries fall away completely. “Me” becomes “we” becomes “Love, Essence, Source, the All.” This is how some people experience God. Sometimes this happens in a spontaneous and unplanned way – a “normal” lovemaking session turns into a window to the divine. But, in some cultures, this kind of spiritual sexuality is deliberately cultivated, and practitioners use sex as a very powerful and extremely effective vehicle for supernatural initiation. For example, sexual tantric yoga practices from India combine deep meditation with sex in order to induce mystical experience.
This spiritual possibility for sexual activity is not yet commonly realized or talked about in our culture. In fact, our emphasis seems to be quite strongly on adolescent sexuality. Even though we admonish our youngsters to be more mature and advance to level two, we most often, in the ubiquitous media, portray sex as a level one activity. The goal of the culture seems to be to look and act as young as possible, and we emphasize immediate and superficial pleasure rather than deep and lasting satisfaction. Our youth get mixed messages – “be mature and responsible” competes with “be a desirable sex object” and “have as much sex as possible,” and the latter injunctions clearly win. Almost nowhere is heard the voice of level three sexuality. In fact, when I mention this, many students are astonished, since they’ve been taught that sex is inherently evil. The idea that sex is spiritually helpful, not hurtful, “blows them away.”
This cultural consideration of sex as fundamentally negative and “dirty” is evidenced by the current role models for teenage sexuality, that is, the images and actions adolescents strive to achieve and maintain. For girls, it’s the vamp, the tramp, the prostitute, the “ho.” “So many men, so little time.” The message is: look and act as hard, trashy, and promiscuous as you can. For boys, it’s the uncaring stud, the playboy, the pimp, the “gangsta”: have as many women as possible, and treat them, the “bitches,” as badly as possible. Where is the voice that proclaims “treat sex, and each other, as holy”? Imagine if television and movies showed temple priests and priestesses leading worshippers in sex as a part of religious celebrations! The culture would instantly consider this offensive and “pornographic.”
To summarize, sex can be viewed in terms of how much expansion of focus and identity we experience. At the adolescent level, it’s me and my pleasure. At the adult level, it’s us and our love. And at the spiritual level, it’s oneness with all. There’s nothing inherently mistaken about any of it. Wisdom resides in realizing the full range of possibilities and choosing a perspective that is appropriate for where we are in life.
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