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Abstract

Jewish religious singles may feel guilty and ashamed due to sexual behaviors that violate religious law, such as pre-matrimony
sexual relations, viewing pornography, and masturbation. This study examined the relation between sexual guilt and shame
(SGS) and psychological well-being, and whether this relation was moderated by level of religiousness. It was hypothesized
that SGS would be negatively related to psychological well-being and that this relation would be stronger at higher levels
of religiousness compared to lower levels of religiousness. Participants were single young-adult men (N=165, M,,.=23.3)
belonging to the national-orthodox Jewish community in Israel who completed online questionnaires. SGS was positively
associated with anxiety and depression and negatively associated with life satisfaction. Additionally, the relations between
SGS and measures of psychological well-being were moderated by the level of religiousness. However, contrary to the
hypothesized moderation effect, SGS was positively related to negative psychological consequences and negatively related
to life satisfaction at a low level of religiousness, whereas at a high level of religiousness no significant relationship between
SGS and the psychological outcome measures was found. These findings may indicate that there may be adaptive elements
in religion that can help an individual cope with SGS, and thus to negate its detrimental effects on psychological well-being.

Keywords Sex guilt - Sexual shame - Well-being - Religiousness - Orthodox men

Introduction

Religious single men and women deal with the struggle
between their sexual needs and the religious law, which for-
bids pre-matrimony sexual relations and other sexual behav-
iors (Frances, 2018). Especially for young adults, among who
sexual urges are at their peak, this struggle may provoke an
intrapsychic conflict between the urge and motivation to act
and the inhibition that results from religious prohibitions.
Eventually, when young people find themselves acting on
these urges, and carrying out forbidden sexual behaviors,
such as watching pornography, masturbation, and express-
ing physical affection, they may experience feelings of guilt
and shame (De Jong & Cook, 2021; Garceau & Ronis, 2017;
Jones, 2014). Previous studies have examined the relations
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between sexual guilt and shame (SGS) and mental well-being
among different religious/ethnic populations, such as Chris-
tians (e.g., Jones, 2014) and Muslims (e.g., Ali-Faisal, 2016).
However, only a few qualitative studies have addressed these
relations among the Jewish population (e.g., Frances, 2018;
Ribner & Rosenbaun, 2005). The Jewish religion has a
unique approach to sexuality. On the one hand, there is a
prohibition on sexual activity outside of marriage, and even
within married life, there are laws that limit sexual relations.
For example, sexual relations are prohibited from the begin-
ning of the woman’s menstrual cycle until a complete ces-
sation of menstrual bleeding and immersion in a ritual bath
(mikvah). On the other hand, sexual relations within married
life are considered to be a mitzvah (a positive religious act)
and holy (Nahary & Hartman, 2020). Hence, it is important
to examine how religious Jews handle sexuality during the
young adulthood period of their lives when they are still sin-
gle. To fill this void, the current quantitative study examined
the association between SGS and psychological well-being
among single young adult men in the orthodox Jewish com-
munity. In addition, since a religious individual may feel
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guilt and shame because of his sexual acts that contradict
personal standards that he expects from himself, as well as
to absolute religious standards of a divine origin (Azim et al.,
2021; De Jong & Cook, 2021), he may therefore experience
a significant decrease in psychological well-being (Ali-
Faisal, 2016; Gordon, 2019). In contrast to a non-religious
individual whose SGS is based on personal values only, the
religious individual’s SGS is also based on theological val-
ues. Therefore, the potential moderating effect of the level
of religiousness on the relation between SGS and well-being
was also examined.

It is important to note that in the Jewish society in Israel
there are various groups, ranging from secular Jews, through
traditional Jews, national-religious Jews, to the ultra-Ortho-
dox. The prevalence of the national-religious community
in the Jewish population in Israel is approximately 12 per-
cent (Central Bureau of Statistics, 2020). The present study
focused on young men belonging to the national-religious
sector, which is characterized by a lifestyle that combines
a commitment to religious Orthodox law, along with open-
ness and acceptance of the modern Western world as well as
a desire to integrate into general society. This reality creates
a built-in tension, and poses complex challenges, one of the
most prominent of which is in the domain of sexuality (Ariav,
2012). Young people in the national-religious society are
subject to the influence of conflicting messages regarding
sexuality. On the one hand, they are educated according to
the Halacha which limits all aspects of sexual behavior and
sexual thoughts to the constraints of the heterosexual marital
framework between wife and husband. For the unmarried
religious man, the Halacha prohibits masturbation, looking
at erotic materials, purposely thinking about sexual matters,
and any intimate contact with women (Frances, 2018). On
the other hand, they are exposed through the internet, social
networks, and the media to an open and permissive secular
culture that permeates and influences them (Hermann et al.,
2014). This contradiction of values and cultural norms results
in a tension between their desire to live according to the reli-
gious law and the desire to live in accordance with the secular
Western culture and may create a conflict for young religious
people (Lahav et al., 2018). In addition, the daily reality in
which these young people live increases the internal tension
surrounding the difficulty of maintaining the boundaries of
Halacha, i.e., the limitation of sexual relations and behaviors
to within a marital relationship only (Ariav, 2012). In contrast
to ultra-Orthodox youth, who grow up in a society where
there is almost total gender segregation, many national reli-
gious young people live in a social environment where there
is no gender segregation, for example youth movements,
military service, and university. These frameworks create
opportunities for singles to form dyadic relationships before
marriage (Hermann et al., 2014). However, young people are
required to maintain the boundaries of Halacha, even within
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these relationships. Furthermore, in recent years, the age of
marriage in the national-religious society has been steadily
increasing, so that the rate of older singles today is higher
than before (Finkelstein, 2017). As a result, religious singles
face conflict in the sexual field for a longer period of time
(Weinstock, 2021; Yifrah, 2018).

Sexual Guilt and Shame and Well-Being

Guilt and shame are distressing emotions that occur in
response to individual failure to live up to certain standards,
norms, or ideals (Tracy et al., 2007). According to Dempsey
(2017), guilt and shame may be adaptive to a certain degree,
pushing people toward achieving moral goals and behav-
ing according to social norms. However, excessive shame
and guilt are associated with anxiety and depression, and
adversely affect mental well-being (Candea & Szentagotai-
Tatar, 2018; Kim et al., 2011).

Guilt and shame are considered to be two related, but dis-
tinct, self-awareness emotions (Lewis, 1971; Tangney et al.,
1996). There are different ways to distinguish between the
two emotions (for a review, see Candea & Szentagotai-Titar,
2018). One accepted way to address the difference between
them is in terms of the focus of the individual’s self-evalua-
tion (Tracy & Robins, 2004). Guilt often involves a negative
self-evaluation of one’s specific action or behavior and is
related to regret or remorse over an indiscretion. In contrast,
shame refers to a negative evaluation of the self as a whole,
and not just of a certain behavior. When shame is experi-
enced, the self is considered as having failed to meet the
expectations or standards set by the individual (Tracy & Rob-
ins, 2004). As such, an individual who feels shame experi-
ences a desire to disappear or get away (Tangney et al., 1996).
Accordingly, sexual guilt and shame (SGS) may be defined
as guilt and shame that are caused by negative appraisals of
one’s sexual behaviors, thoughts, and attractions (Gordon,
2018; Mosher & Cross, 1971).

Previous research has established that SGS was associ-
ated with decreased well-being. Abdolsalehi-Najafi and
Beckman (2013) found that Muslim women with high sexual
guilt reported significantly lower levels of life satisfaction.
Sexual guilt has been found to be associated with increased
anxiety among young Christian adults (Jones, 2014) and
Muslims (Ali-Faisal, 2016). Gordon (2019) reported a posi-
tive association between sexual shame and depression among
a sample that included 887 men, most of them of European
descent. In a qualitative study conducted by Frances (2018),
Jewish religious single men reported high levels of anxiety
and depression following feelings of sexual guilt and shame.
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Religiousness as a Moderator of the Relation
Between Sexual Guilt and Shame and Well-Being

SGS reflects the internalized values and social attitudes of
the individual concerning sexuality (Hackathorn & Malm,
2021; Mosher, 1966). One of the major factors that has been
found to be related to sexual attitudes is religiousness (Siimer,
2015). Since almost all religions include prohibitions or lim-
itations on sexual behavior, it is not surprising that many
studies have found that higher levels of religiousness were
associated with more conservative sexual attitudes (Gyimah
et al., 2013; Perry, 2018; Stimer, 2015). For example, it has
been found that higher levels of religiousness were associ-
ated with more negative attitudes toward sexual thoughts and
fantasies among religious Jewish adolescents (Efrati, 2019).
Stimer (2015) revealed that level of religiousness was a sig-
nificant predictor in explaining Muslims young adults’ nega-
tive attitudes toward masturbation and pornography. Kogan
and WeiBBmann (2020) examined the attitudes of Christian
and Muslim adolescents toward sexuality and found a posi-
tive relation between the level of religiousness and negative
attitudes toward premarital sex. However, an individual’s
actual sexual behavior may not always align fully with one’s
religious beliefs and attitudes about sexual behavior (Frances,
2018). As aresult, a religious individual may feel guilt and
shame because of his sexual acts that violate religious law
(Azimetal., 2021; De Jong & Cook, 2021; Garceau & Ronis,
2017; Peterman et al., 2014). That is, when the religious indi-
vidual fails to behave according to the personal standards
that he expects from himself, as well as to absolute religious
standards of a divine origin, he may therefore experience a
significant decrease in psychological well-being (Candea &
Szentagotai-Tata, 2018; Floyd et al., 2022). In contrast to a
non-religious individual whose SGS is based on personal
values only, the religious individual’s SGS is also based on
theological values. Therefore, it is expected that religious-
based SGS will be more strongly associated with psychologi-
cal distress compared to personal value-based SGS.

Religiousness as a Multidimensional Construct

Most researchers agree that religion is a multi-dimensional
construct that includes many aspects, such as religious
beliefs, religious motivations, and religious behaviors and
ceremonies (Spilka et al., 2003). While these aspects are
interrelated, they seem to represent differential aspects of
religiousness and may also be differentially related to other
variables. Therefore, to assess the purported moderation
function of religiousness, it is important to tap these vari-
ous aspects of religion (Idler et al., 2003). This is particu-
larly the case in orthopractic religions, such as Judaism, that
besides religious beliefs emphasize practice and are rich in
religious behaviors in comparison to orthodoxic religions,

such as Christianity, that emphasize mostly religious creed
(Calvert, 2019; Cohen, 2003, 2009). Therefore, since the
present study is based on a sample of Jewish individuals, it
focused on three different fundamental aspects of religious-
ness: religious cognitions (beliefs), religious behaviors, and
religious motivations. These three aspects of religiousness
are now discussed in more detail.

Many studies have measured religious cognitions (i.e., the
belief dimension) by examining religious fundamentalism
(Saroglou et al., 2020). Williamson et al. (2010) developed
a measure to assess religious fundamentalism based on the
concept of intratextuality, i.e., that objective truth is to be
found within the boundaries of a religion’s holy text (i.e.,
intratextual) rather than from external sources (i.e., extra-
textual) such as history or science. According to Williamson
et al. (2012), there are several dimensions of attitudes toward
the sacred text, which includes a belief that it is divine in ori-
gin, inerrant, privileged above all other texts, authoritative,
and unchanging as the embodiment of timeless truth (Wil-
liamson & Hood, 2005). This conceptualization of religious
fundamentalism has been found to be valid for adherents to
the Jewish religion (Hammer & Lazar, 2019).

Another aspect that plays a central role in religion is the
behavioral component (Ellison & Levin, 1998). In different
religions, there are many behavioral components. Some of
the behavioral components are laws that people are required
to obey, such as attendance at religious ceremonies and prayer
(Berry et al., 2011). In addition, there are behaviors that the
individual is required to refrain from performing, such as
lying and stealing (Akhverdiev & Ponomarev, 2018).

In addition, when examining religiousness, it is important
to probe the motivational dimension for religiousness and
religious behavior. According to Allport (1963), religious
orientation or motivation is portrayed as comprising two
independent dimensions: religion of means (extrinsic) and
religion of ends (intrinsic). In the intrinsic religious orienta-
tion, the religious practice is the end itself, whereas in the
extrinsic religious orientation the religiousness is largely a
means to other ends, such as social morality or individual
well-being. Lazar et al. (2002) presented a multidimensional
model of motivation for Jewish religious behavior: belief in
a divine order, ethnic identity, social activity, family activ-
ity, and upbringing. In the present study, we focused on the
belief dimension. This dimension represents an engagement
in religious behavior because of the desire to do the right
thing, to relate to God, to receive an eternal reward, and to
achieve a feeling of uplifting, purity, and holiness.

The Present Study
In the current study, the relations between SGS and various

aspects of psychological well-being among single adult men
in the National Orthodox Jewish community in Israel were
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examined. In addition, the purported moderating effect of
religiousness—religious cognition, religious behavior, and
religious motivation—on the relation between SGS and
well-being was tested. Based on the above literature, our first
hypothesis was that SGS would be positively associated with
psychological distress (anxiety and depression) and nega-
tively associated with life satisfaction. Our second hypothesis
was that religiousness would moderate the relations between
SGS and psychological distress and life satisfaction, where
these relations would be stronger at higher levels of religious-
ness compared to lower levels of religiousness.

Method
Participants

Data collection was conducted over a period of approxi-
mately 2 weeks during March 2019. Online social networks
were used to recruit participants for the study. The link was
posted in WhatsApp and Facebook groups intended for single
young-adult men who belong to the Jewish-National-Ortho-
dox community. Inclusion criteria were single men aged 18
to 30, who define themselves as Jewish-National-Orthodox.
A total of 438 individuals entered the survey link. Of these,
82 either did not give their consent to take part in the study or
did not respond to any questionnaire items. Five participants
who did not fit the inclusion criteria and 186 individuals
who did not complete the questionnaire were deleted from
the study. The resulting final sample comprised 165 partici-
pants. All research participants were single men and identi-
fied as being national-religious. Age ranged between 18 and
30 years (M =23.3, SD=3.17). The vast majority of partici-
pants (95.2%) were born in Israel. In terms of education level,
51% of them reported a high-school education, 44% reported
having an undergraduate degree, and 5% reported having
a graduate education or higher. Most participants (92%)
studied in Orthodox Jewish institutions after high school,
of which 88% studied in yeshivas (i.e., traditional Jewish
educational institutions that focus on the study of Jewish reli-
gious literature) and 12% studied in mechinot (i.e., religious
pre-military preparatory programs).

Measures
Sexual Behaviors

For the purpose of this study, a list of sexual behaviors rele-
vant to young single Orthodox Jews was compiled. Although
previous studies have used scales that include a wide range
of sexual behaviors and thoughts (e.g., Schnarrs et al., 2010),
these scales included items (e.g., items about non-conven-
tional sex) that may discourage religious participants from
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participating in the study. Therefore, a list of more culturally
appropriate sexual behaviors for the study’s sample was com-
piled including masturbation, viewing pornography, sexual
thoughts, dreams with sexual content, looking sexually at
others, and non-penetrative sexual physical contact (e.g.,
hugging, kissing, petting). For each item, participants were
asked to rate the frequency of their behavior or thoughts in
the past 2 months on a seven-point scale (1 =“not at all” to
7="more than 7 times a week”). The main purpose of this
list was to provide a basis for the assessment of sexual shame
and guilt. The Cronbach a coefficient was 0.75. A total mean
score was computed for each participant.

Sexual Guilt and Shame

Sexual guilt and shame (SGS) were measured using an
adapted version of the State Shame and Guilt Scale (SSGS;
Marschall et al., 1994). The SSGS is a self-report measure
comprising 15 items: five items for each of the three sub-
scales measuring feelings of shame, guilt, and pride. Only
the ten items of the shame (“I want to sink into the floor and
disappear”) and guilt (“I felt bad about something I did”)
subscales, that are relevant to the present study, were used.
After reporting the frequency of the various sexual behaviors,
respondents were asked to assess how they felt after perform-
ing these behaviors on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = Not feeling
this way at all to 5 = Feeling this way very strongly) where
higher scores indicate higher sexual guilt and shame. This
measure was translated into Hebrew using the standard back-
translation method. Three academics, fluent in Hebrew and in
English, participated in the translation procedure. Discrepan-
cies were discussed and resolved. The previously reported
internal consistency for both subscales was good (a=0.89 for
guilt, 0.82 for shame) (Tilghman-Osborne, 2007). The coef-
ficient a for these scales in the current study was 0.90 for guilt
and 0.90 for shame. Similar to previous studies (Boudewyns
et al., 2013; Sanftner & Crowther, 1998), a very high cor-
relation between the two SSGS subscales guilt and shame
(r=0.96, p <0.001) was found. Therefore, these two sub-
scales were combined into one scale (SGS).

Depression

Depression was measured using the Center for Epidemiologi-
cal Studies—Depression Scale (CES-D; Radloff, 1977). The
CES-D consists of 20 items (e.g., “I felt depressed; I thought
my life had been a failure”). Respondents are requested to
rate the frequency of occurrence of each item during the past
week on a 4-point Likert-type scale (1 =rarely or none of
the time/ less than 1 day, 4 = most of the time /5-7 days).
The questionnaire has good psychometric properties, with
good internal reliability in clinical (@ =0.90) and nonclinical
(@=0.85) samples (Radloff, 1977). The Hebrew translation
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of the CES-D (Shmotkin & Keinan, 2011) was used. The
translated questionnaire showed a good internal reliability
in the current study (¢=0.91).

Anxiety

Anxiety was measured using the state subscale of the State
Trait Anxiety Inventory (STAI-S). The STAI-S is a self-
report questionnaire including 20 items assessing the level of
anxiety (e.g., “I am tense; I am worried”) over the past week
(Spielberger et al., 1971). Participants rated each of the 20
items on a 4-point Likert type scale (1 =Not at all, 4= Very
much) with higher scores indicating a higher level of anxiety.
The STAI has good validity and reliability (o« =0.90) (Spiel-
berger et al., 1983). The Hebrew translation of the STAI-S
(Teichman & Malinek, 1979) was used. STAI-S showed a
very good internal reliability in the current study (@ =0.93).

Life Satisfaction

Life satisfaction was measured by the Personal Well-being
Index (PWI; Cummins et al., 2003). The PWI is an eight-
item self-report questionnaire that measures an individual’s
levels of satisfaction with various factors in his life: standard
of living, health, life achievements, personal relationships,
personal safety, community connectedness, future security,
and religiousness. Each item is scored on an 11-point Likert
scale (0= No satisfaction at all to 10= Completely satisfied).
The PWI has been validated in a wide range of cultures and
has shown a good internal consistency (¢ =0.90) (Lau et al.,
2005; Weinberg et al., 2016). For this study, the PWI was
translated into Hebrew using the standard back-translation
method. The Hebrew version of PWI showed a very good
internal reliability (o =0.87).

Religious Cognition

Religious cognition was measured by the Religious Funda-
mentalism Scale (IFS; Williamson et al., 2010). The IFS is
a self-report questionnaire including 12 items that measures
religious fundamentalism based on the concept of intratextu-
ality. Participants rated their agreement with the statements
(e.g.,” The Sacred Writing is without question the words of
God; The Sacred Writing should never be doubted, even
when scientific or historical evidence outright disagrees
with it”) on a 5-point Likert type scale (I = Strongly Disa-
gree,7=_Strongly Agree). The Hebrew translation of the IFS
was used (Hammer & Lazar, 2019). The questionnaire has
good psychometric properties, with good internal reliability
(@=0.93) among adults from Israel who indicated their reli-
gious affiliation as Jewish. In the current study, this measure
showed a good internal reliability (a=0.88).

Religious Behavior

Religious behavior was measured by the Jewish Religious
Behavior Scale (Lazar, 2016). The original Hebrew meas-
ure contains a list of 35 various religious behaviors, all rel-
evant to young Jewish men, some of which are considered
as religiously positive but not compulsory (e.g., kissing the
mezuzah on the doorpost when entering or leaving a room)
some of which are compulsory, but many religious individu-
als are not very stringent about their performance (e.g., no
physical contact whatsoever with members of the opposite
sex before marriage). Participants were requested to report
the frequency of their observance of each religious behavior
on a Likert-type response scale ranging from 1 (never/almost
never) to 5 (always/ almost always). This measure showed a
very good internal reliability in the current study (a=0.96).

Religious Motivation

Religious motivation was measured using the Motivation
for Religious Behavior Questionnaire-Form A (MRBQ-A)
(Lazar et al., 2002). This measure is written in Hebrew and
includes 58 items that assess motivation for religious behav-
ior among the Jewish population. The MRBQ-A provides
five subscales of motivation for religious behavior: belief-in-
divine-order, ethnic identity, social motivation, family, and
upbringing. For the present study, we used only the belief-
in-divine-order subscale (e.g., “To be in contact with God”;
“Out fear of transgression”), which is the most relevant to
our study. Participants were asked to rate how important the
motivation in the item for religious behavior is for them, on
a 5-point Likert type scale (I =not at all important, 5 =very
important). This subscale showed a good internal consistency
(@=0.93) (Lazar, 2004). In the present study, this measure
showed a very good internal reliability (@ =0.95).

Procedure

Data collection was conducted through Qualtrics (http://
www.qualtrics.com), which is an online platform for survey
data collection. The first page was an informed consent form.
The research questionnaire became electronically available
only for participants who confirmed their consent. Partici-
pants were informed that the study investigates sexual guilt
and shame, and that their responses will remain anonymous
and be used for research purposes only. No personal identify-
ing information was collected.
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Table 1 Frequency of sexual behaviors

Frequency of sexual behaviors in the last 2 months (%)

Not in the last  Less than once Once a month Onceevery 1-3timesa 7-4timesa More than7
2 months a month 2 weeks week week times in week
Sexual thoughts 0.6 1.2 23 23 18.4 293 459
Dreams with sexual content 10.4 24.7 17.8 235 20.7 1.7 1.2
Sexual looking at others 6.4 5.8 4.6 16.6 24.7 14.9 27.0
Masturbation 17.3 52 52 13.7 27.0 20.7 10.9
Viewing pornography 22.0 6.9 9.8 12.0 27.0 13.8 8.5
Sexual physical contact 56.6 10.8 4.6 4.6 8.7 7.9 6.8
Table 2 Means, SDs, and zero-order correlations
Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
1 SGS 3.73 1.60 -
2 Anxiety 1.84 057 23" -
3 Depression 166 042 277 817 -
4 Satisfaction with life 810 147 -200 -—.64" -.627 -
5 Religious cognitions 3.67  0.77 277 —09 -.08 17 -
6  Religious Behaviors 333 0.89 407 —.09 .01 16" 527 -
7  Religious motivation- belief 322  0.80 .38 —.05 .06 13 52 63" -
8  Sexual behavior 4.13 .16 —.17* .10 .05 - —.33%% 5%k — 3T
9  Psychological distress 1.75 0.50 .26%*  95%* 95%* —.66%*  —.08 —-.05 —-.01 .08 -
10 Religiousness 3.34 072 42¥*%  —.09 —.01 18* .80%* .86%* .86%* —.50%*% .05
“p<.05
“p<.01
Results As shown in Table 2, SGS was significantly associated

The frequencies of the various sexual behavior are presented
in Table 1. Almost all participants (93.6%) reported that they
had sexual thoughts at least once a week. Also, more than half
of the participants (58.6%) reported that they masturbated
at least once a week. About half of the participants (49.3%)
reported that they viewed pornography at others least once
a week. Finally, about a quarter of the participants reported
that, at least once week, they dreamed about sex (23.6%), had
sexually looked at others (23.6%), and had sexual or physical
contact such as hugging and kissing (23.4%).

The means, SDs, and zero-order correlations for the study
variables are presented in Table 2. The means and standard
deviations of all variables were within acceptable ranges. As
can be expected, positive correlations were found between
the three aspects of the religiousness variables—cognitive,
behavioral, and motivational (rs=0.52 to 0.63, i.e., moderate
effect size range; Cohen, 2013). Also, as can be expected, a
high correlation (r=0.81) was found between the two aspects
of psychological distress variables—anxiety and depression.
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with the three measures of psychological well-being in the
expected directions: anxiety (r=0.23, p <0.01), depression
(r=0.23, p<0.01) and life satisfaction (r=— 0.20, p <0.05).

To test the predicted moderating effect of religiousness
on the relation between SGS and psychological well-being,
hierarchical regression analysis was performed. In order to
reduce the number of variables in the analyses, the items from
the three measures of religiousness were entered into explora-
tory factor analysis (EFA). The first factor explained 32.7%
of the variance and the item loadings were used to calculate
a composite measure of religiousness. In a similar manner,
all items of depression and anxiety were entered into another
exploratory factor analysis. The first factor explained 38.46%
of the variance, and the item loadings were used to calculate
a composite measure of psychological distress. Thus, two
hierarchical regressions were performed where SGS was the
predictor, the composite measure of religiousness was the
moderator, and psychological distress and life satisfaction
were the criteria.’

! The moderation testing was also performed for all combinations of
the three religiousness variables (cognition, behavior, motivation) and
the three measures of psychological well-being (depression, anxiety,
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Table 3 Hierarchical regressions for examining the moderating effect
of Religiousness on the relation between sexual guilt and shame and 1o Religiousness
psychological well-being —Lew.
= Moderate
- — High
Psychological Satisfaction with life s
distress

Step 1 R?=.01 R?=.01 E “]
p Sexual behavior .08 -.09 A
Step 2 R?=.10%* R?=.13%% g

AR?=.09%* AR*=.12%* 2
f Sexual behavior .06 02 g
S SGS 34 — 33 a
p Religiousness —.16 33%* ol
Step 3 R*=.18%* R?=23%% AR?=_11%*

AR?=.08%*
B Sexual behavior 12 -.05 7
B SGS 34k — 34 T T T T T
P Religiousness —.26%% 45%%* e e N 100 e

: : Sexual Guilt and Sk
P SGS* Religious- —31%* 37 - e

ness Fig. 1 Interaction between sexual guilt and shame and religiousness

*p<0.05 in the prediction of psychological distress
“p<0.01

For both regressions, all predictor variables were first
transformed into z scores. The measure of sexual behaviors
was first entered as a control variable. On the second step,
SGS and the composite religiousness score were entered.
Finally, the interaction term, SGS*religiousness, was entered
on the third step. Summaries of the two regressions are pre-
sented in Table 3. As can be seen from the results, for both
the prediction of psychological distress and life satisfaction,
the change in the R? after entering the interaction term was
statistically significant, (AR? psychological distress =0.08,
AR? life satisfaction=0.11; ps <0.01) indicating that reli-
giousness moderated the relations between SGS and psy-
chological well-being.

In order to understand the moderating effect, simple slope
analysis was used to calculate the two psychological well-
being scores for — 1 SD, average, and + 1 SD on SGS and
religiousness (Aiken & West, 1991). The results are pre-
sented in Figs. 1 and 2. Figure 1 shows that while SGS was
positively related to psychological distress at low and average
levels of religiousness, SGS was not significantly associated
with psychological distress at a high level of religiousness.
Figure 2 shows a similar moderation effect for the prediction
of life satisfaction.

Footnote 1 (continued)

satisfaction with life). For all analyses, the results were similar to those
reported here with minor differences. The detailed results are available
from the first author on request.

9.007]

Religiousness
——Low
— Moderate
— High

8.507]

8.007]

Satisfaction With life
ki

6.507]

6.007]

T T T T T
-2.00 -1.00 00 1.00 200

Sexual Guilt and Shame

Fig. 2 Interaction between sexual guilt and shame and religiousness
in the prediction of satisfaction with life

Discussion

This study addressed the struggle that Orthodox Jewish
young single men may experience, while trying to maintain a
balance between their sexual needs and the Jewish law, which
forbids pre-matrimony sexual relations (Frances, 2018). It
was assumed that among these religious young people, there
would be an association between guilt and shame over sexual
activities that are transgressions according to the Jewish laws
(e.g., pornography, masturbation and expressing physical
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affection), and well-being, and that this association would
be moderated by level of religiousness.

The first hypothesis, that a high level of sexual guilt and
shame would be associated with a decreased level of well-
being, was supported. Specifically, sexual guilt and shame
were found to be related to lower levels of life satisfaction
and higher levels of anxiety and depressive symptoms. These
findings are consistent with previous studies that found these
relations among young adults Christian (Jones, 2014) and
Muslim (Ali-Faisal, 2016). These findings may be explained
by the self-discrepancy theory (Higgins, 1987). This theory
suggested that the degree of the discrepancy between the
actual and ideal self is related to a variety of psychological
consequences, including guilt and shame. Specifically, it has
been proposed that a discrepancy between how one experi-
ences the self and one’s own internalized ideals is related to
guilt, whereas a discrepancy between one’s sense of self and
what one perceives other people hold as standards is related
to shame. Accordingly, religious singles may experience gaps
between these self-representations when their actual sexual
behaviors do not align fully with their religious beliefs and
social norms about these behaviors. This self-discrepancy
is associated with guilt and shame that may lead to anxiety,
depression, and decreased level of life satisfaction (Jones,
2014).

As predicted, religiousness was found to moderate the
relationship between sexual guilt and shame and well-being.
However, the pattern of the moderation effect was contrary to
that hypothesized. It was expected that higher levels of reli-
giousness would amplify the association between sexual guilt
and lower psychological well-being. However, the results
showed that at higher levels of religiousness, the association
between sexual guilt and the outcome measures was weaker
and not statistically significant. In contrast, at lower levels of
religiousness, sexual guilt and shame were associated with
lower psychological well-being.

One possible explanation for this unexpected outcome is
that religion itself provides believers with tools and adapta-
tion mechanisms that may enable them to cope with situ-
ations in which they do not meet the standards set out by
that religion and that evoke guilt and shame (Dew et al.,
2008). These mechanisms involve a variety of behavioral
and psychosocial constructs that include provision of social
resources (e.g., social ties, social support), coping resources
(i.e., particular cognitive or behavioral responses to stress),
promotion of positive self-perceptions (e.g., self-esteem,
feelings of personal mastery), as well as generation of other
positive emotions (e.g., love, forgiveness, and self-compas-
sion) (Ellison & Levin, 1998). These adaptive coping mecha-
nisms may help an individual with a high level of religious-
ness to maintain a high level of well-being, despite having
sexual guilt and shame. In contrast, people with a low level
of religiousness experience guilt and shame following their
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sexual transgressions, but their connection to religion is not
deep enough for it to be useful for them in handling these
negative emotions. As a result, following sexual guilt and
shame, they may experience a more significant decrease in
psychological well-being.

This outcome may also reflect self-compassion, which is
an important adaptive coping mechanism and is a central
part of many religions (Ghorbani et al., 2017). According to
Neft (2003) “self-compassion” is defined as the emotion of
compassion directed toward the self, and it includes a toler-
ant attitude toward our weaknesses and faults, accompanied
by a desire to alleviate suffering. It is important to note that
self-compassion is not a passive approach to one’s weak-
nesses or wrongs, but rather it includes the desire to improve
and to change behavior in order to correct mistakes or over-
come weaknesses that cause harm to others (Germer & Neff,
2013). Self-compassion helps to cope with feelings of guilt
and shame (Sirois et al., 2019) and is positively associated
with mental well-being (Zessin et al., 2015). Specifically in
Judaism, this approach is at the heart of the Jewish religion,
which gives a central place to “hazara betshuva,” i.e., the
processes of repentance and remedial efforts in face of the
experience of sin. This process comprises several stages:
sorrow and regret for sin, abandonment of sin, confession
of sin, and acceptance for the future, i.e., a commitment not
to repeat the sin (Rambam Halachot Teshuvah, Chapter 2).
When the process is accompanied by self-compassion rather
than self-criticism, it can help religious singles better cope
with feelings of guilt and shame resulting from sexual acts
that are against the religious law, thus assisting in maintain-
ing emotional equanimity.

In summary, the relations between sexual guilt and shame
and psychological well-being were moderated by religious-
ness, where religiousness provided an apparent buffer-
ing effect. Sexual guilt and shame were associated with a
decrease in mental well-being where the level of religious-
ness was low, whereas under higher levels of religiousness,
no significant relationship was found between sexual guilt
and shame and psychological outcomes. These findings may
indicate that there are adaptive elements in religion that can
help an individual cope with sexual guilt and shame, and thus
negate its detrimental effects on psychological well-being.

There were some limitations to this study. In the present
study, about half of the research participants who started
answering the questionnaire did not complete it. Thus, our
study’s sample may not represent the general population of
national-religious young men. Substantial dropout rates are
a common bias in sexuality studies (Cragun & Sumerau,
2018; Strassberg & Lowe, 1995), especially among men
(Fenton et al., 2001). It has been suggested that individuals
who agree to participate in studies focusing on sexual issues
assumedly have more open-minded attitudes toward sexuality
and more sexual experience than people who refuse to take
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part in such studies (Bouchard et al., 2019; Strassberg &
Lowe, 1995). These considerations require caution in draw-
ing conclusions from our findings and generalizing them to
the entire population of religious-nationalist young men. In
addition, the cross-sectional design of our study does not
allow causal or temporal inferences. The study relied on self-
report questionnaires, which are, of course, highly subjective.
Since our study was conducted with a non-clinical popula-
tion, the levels of anxiety, depression, guilt, and shame were
relatively low and the level of life satisfaction was relatively
high as is commonly found in non-clinical populations (e.g.,
Johnco et al., 2015). This may have influenced the research
findings. Finally, although theoretically significant relation-
ships were found between the variables, the correlations
range from small to medium, so caution is required in draw-
ing conclusions.

There are several practical implications of our findings.
The findings of the study raise the importance of expanding
the discourse on sexuality in the Orthodox religious society
and raising awareness about dealing with sexuality among
religious young people. Discussion of these issues may
increase the community’s support, thus reducing feelings of
guilt, shame, loneliness, and distress that these young people
may be experiencing while coping with the conflict between
religious laws and their sexual needs. A discussion of these
issues may help religious young people find within their com-
munity and worldview the resources that will enable them to
handle what appears to be one of the most complex conflicts
faced by single young people who hold faith and religion as
a way of life.
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