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Introduction

I fi rst noticed an interesting phenomenon after I’d worked 
with sex workers for a while. Many women who do sex work have 
high voices. When they leave the industry, their voices often drop 
an octave.

I heard once in a preaching seminar that a woman should drop 
her voice a bit to be more soothing to the congregation. But by the 
time I heard that, I already knew: your voice, your true voice, can’t 
be forced. It can’t be prompted. One day, it just shows up. And it 
can’t be silent anymore.

I attended seminary because I’d felt called to ministry since I was 
thirteen. Because I had no female pastoral role models, I assumed 
my focus would have to be missions. So I had visions of working 
with impoverished women who were struggling toward economic 
justice, walking alongside them in their trials and tribulations, and 
teaching marketable skills so they could gain independence and 
fi nancial strength.

I believed that strong women create better community. I 
believed in economic justice for all. I believed I could change things.

In my second year in school, I trained to start a Christian Wom-
en’s Job Corps (CWJC) site through the Woman’s Missionary Union 
of the Southern Baptist Convention. CWJC was a program that sup-
ported women getting out of poverty with individualized resources, 
mentoring, and job skill training. It was a perfect fi t for fi ghting eco-
nomic injustice.

Seminary for me was a hard road. In the school I attended, there 
were 180 students, and only 11 of them were women. It was not 
infrequent that I would have a conversation with other students who 
would say things like, “You can’t be a minister! You’re a girl!” Even 
some of the professors would interpret biblical texts as favoring “dif-
fering roles” for women, insisting that they could not be pastors or 
leaders in the church.

Along the way, I fell in love with pastoring. I love digging deep 
into the scripture; writing sermons; preaching; planning worship; 
visiting hospitals; sitting with people; and participating in potlucks, 
leadership, administration, and funerals and weddings.
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2 I Heart Sex Workers 

One Saturday while I was still in seminary, a friend called to 
invite me to a strip club. She and her boyfriend would go to one of 
the local clubs, pay for lap dances, sit at the stages tipping the danc-
ers, and have a good time. My response was an indignant, “No!” I am 
sure that I said something about the inequality of the power struggles 
that kept women enslaved to men. My girlfriend responded, “Come 
on! It’ll be fun!” I didn’t go.

Soon after graduation, a friend from the CWJC program asked 
if I would consider using their model to work with individuals in 
the sex industry, specifi cally with women who were working in strip 
clubs. With fear and trepidation, I visited my fi rst strip club.

A Baptist minister who moonlighted as a corrections offi cer 
explained the mores of the club. He taught me to focus on the people 
at the club, to study them, keeping an eye on the customers, noticing 
where management and the bouncers were, and especially reading 
the dancers. He trained me to pay deep attention. He emphasized 
the importance of noticing when someone was using drugs or might 
be just a little pregnant. Learning to read people helped me be avail-
able to their needs and to not be surprised at anything.

Frankly, my fi rst visit was exciting. I was fi nally seeing the reality 
of what I’d been trained for, and the injustice to me was obvious. Being 
there brought up all the indignation and anger I felt from seminary, 
the sense of entitlement the men seemed to have over the women, and 
the sense of subservience the women exhibited. What did I notice? 
The dancers were sitting with customers, and the men were meting 
out dollar bills to them. Some dancers were on the stage, with their 
eyes closed, seemingly ignoring the customers. Other women were 
giving private dances, curling their bodies around the poles, looking 
bored. I interpreted what I saw as the women being victimized by the 
men; the men were the ones with money, and the women needed to 
use their sexuality to get that money.

I started Star Light Ministries with the mission to share “uncon-
ditional love and friendship with women who are exotic dancers 
so they will not forget they are also loved and valued by God. We 
help them build supportive communities and fi nd resources for 
successful living.”

Ah, the immaturity of youth!
Six months into Star Light’s existence, it seemed I didn’t under-

stand something about the culture of the clubs. Perhaps my reading 
of who had power and who didn’t have power was skewed by my 
own experience. Perhaps there was more going on in the club than 
I understood.
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How could I understand the exchange, both fi nancial and sex-
ual, that took place in the interactions? Learning about that exchange 
has taken me places I did not think I’d go, from strip clubs in Las 
Vegas to sex blogger parties in New York, from Christian confer-
ences against prostitution to conferences put on by sex workers and 
their allies.

I’ve worked with individuals who have traded sex for over twelve 
years. I’ve listened to their stories. I’ve sat by their side in pain and 
suffering. I’ve celebrated marriages with them. I’ve cried with them. 
I’ve tested them for HIV and sat with them in hospital rooms. I’ve 
held their children. I’ve laughed with them. I’ve mourned with them 
and for them.

Because I’m a minister— and candid about it— I’ve faced the stigma 
that comes with being an ally, especially a Christian ally, to people 
engaged in sex work. Sex workers often encounter do- gooders who 
want to rescue them from their situations. Because other Christians 
offer judgment, moralism, and evangelism, they expect those same 
attitudes from me. They expect me to be a “Captain- Save- a- Ho,” a 
person who tries to rescue and change sex workers. When I don’t 
try to “save” the people I meet, just be their friend, over and over, 
they express surprise.

I’ve learned that trust is a diffi cult thing to build and an easy 
thing to lose. Because sex workers have faced so many judgmental 
do- gooders, they fi nd it diffi cult to trust Christians. But even when 
a Christian overcomes those obstacles, one misstep can ruin all the 
trust. One Sunday afternoon I visited a club and the manager came 
over to my table. He was upset because someone had left evangelis-
tic tracts in the men’s room of the club. He asked if we had left them. 
I explained that it wasn’t us, that the tactic of dropping tracts seemed 
underhanded, and apologized that someone had distributed them.

Along the way, sex workers changed in my mind from being the 
people I ministered to to the people I loved. I began to understand why 
Jesus said, in John 15:15, “I no longer call you servants . . . Instead, I 
call you friends.” I came to understand that a relationship of mutual-
ity is required in ministry, that if I am going to be true to people, then 
the truest I can be is to be open to listen, to seek to understand their 
experience, to learn from them rather than feeling I have something 
to teach. Some time ago, my relationships with sex workers moved 
from being one- way to being mutual, from “I have the help you 
need” to “We can be here for one another.”

Because of this, sex work has become very personal to me. There 
are people I love working in strip clubs, advertising their services 

COPYRIGHTED MATERIAL. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED.



4 I Heart Sex Workers 

online, and offering sex for sale. It is my sincere hope that these 
individuals will be treated better tomorrow than they are today. It is 
my hope that they will not face the stigma, economic disenfranchise-
ment, and isolation that so often comes with sex work.

After Star Light, I worked at HIPS (Helping Individual Prosti-
tutes Survive), a harm reduction organization in Washington, D.C., 
whose mission is to assist people who trade sex in leading healthier 
lives. At HIPS I was the client advocacy program manager and 
responsible for HIV testing and counseling, a program for indi-
viduals who had been arrested for solicitation, a twenty- four- hour 
hotline, and case management for our 225 in- house clients.

And while I have worked with men who trade sex, the major-
ity of my experience is with women, including transgender women. 
Transgender individuals are people who identify with a gender that 
differs from the sex they were assigned at birth. Women are the over-
whelming majority of sex workers and the most vulnerable.

I have written this book to help you understand the sex trade 
without having to log the hours of counseling women, visit strip 
clubs, pass out condoms on the street, or sit in a courtroom as a 
woman gets arraigned on prostitution charges. I have also written 
this book to combat the idea that the sex trade can be easily under-
stood and solved, as the antitraffi cking and profamily movement will 
lead you to believe. It is my hope that since you picked up this book, 
you already care about sex workers. You have already heard that the 
individuals out there who are trading sex need allies.

I have also written this book to help you avoid making the same 
mistakes I did. I’m writing not so much to help you but to help sex 
workers avoid the kind of judgmental things Christians and other 
do- gooders unwittingly do.

I hope you will, after reading this book, understand the sys-
temic reasons why people enter the sex industry. I hope you will 
also understand the forces that make exiting the industry diffi cult, at 
best. I hope you will become an ally to sex workers, whether through 
direct care, advocacy, or friendship. At the very least, I hope you will 
be more empathetic and understanding of their social location and 
more able to offer acceptance and compassion.

The Bible suggests that judgment and punishment are not the 
correct response to sex work. The writer of the book of Hosea says,

I will not punish your daughters when they play the 
whore,

nor your daughters-in-law when they commit adultery;
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for the men themselves go aside with whores,
and sacrifi ce with temple prostitutes;
thus a people without understanding comes to ruin.
(Hosea 4:14)

This verse suggests that our response should be one of understand-
ing— of both the forces that lead women into sex work and the way 
the sex industry works— not so much to close the industry down but 
to make sure that every person in the sex industry has choices.

Ultimately, Jesus expects us to love our neighbors as ourselves 
and to love our enemies. People in the sex industry are our neigh-
bors. They may also be our enemies, but in order to love them, we 
must fi rst understand them.

As I write this, I’ve just had word that a twenty- three- year- old 
transgender woman, a previous client of mine, was shot and killed. 
I do not know if she was killed because she was in the sex industry, 
nor do I know if it’s because she was trans. I do know the level of 
violence individuals in the sex industry face is, in large part, because 
of the discrimination and isolation they face. Because portions of the 
sex industry are illegal, the individuals who are trading sex do not 
have the protection of the police.

Unfortunately, these deaths are far too common. I would like 
to dedicate this book to Lashay and the other women I have known 
who have been beaten, abused, sexually assaulted, and killed due 
to their experience in the sex industry. Until the violence ends, this 
world will not be whole.
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Section 1 
Falling, Jumping, or Getting Pushed: 

Why People Enter Sex Work

COPYRIGHTED MATERIAL. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED.



8

Tamar’s Story

Playing the Harlot

My father- in- law once said to me—just after he yelled, “Burn her 
at the stake!”— “You are more righteous than I.”*

This is the story of how it happened and what I did to warrant 
both his wrath and his praise.

My family is Canaanite, and my father is a farmer who lives 
close to the Kanah Brook. My mother passed away when I was very 
young. My father is always at odds with me, as I haven’t always been 
a good daughter. I don’t like to do the dishes or sweep our home. 
Instead, I like to create with fabrics, paint with the pigments from 
plants, or just get lost in daydreaming.

My father is an astute business man in addition to being a farmer, 
and when he decided that I was ready to marry, he called the local 
Jewish leader. My father and our family converted to Judaism so 
that my father would have access to more Jewish families to buy the 
feed he sold. Our local priest had ties with the family of Avraham 
and Yaakov, who were the forefathers of our community, and my 
father greatly wanted to make those connections; he wanted access 
to their fl ocks.

Yehuda, one of the children of Yaakov, lived in our part of the 
country. He had three sons, all from a Canaanite mother. Her family 
was close with my family, and her three sons were named Er, Onan, 
and Shelah.

My father arranged my marriage to Er. He asked if I approved 
of the arrangement, and not wanting to disappoint him, I said, “Of 

* The opening of each section of this book is midrash, a retelling and fi lling-in-
of-details of Bible stories.
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course.” But I didn’t. I’m an independent spirit, and I was scared 
that a husband would not let me be free, that I would have a life of 
sweeping and washing dishes.

Our fi rst months of marriage were pleasant, given that we were 
both so young and we had not yet consummated the marriage. We 
played together as brother and sister. I had the time and freedom I 
needed to sew, to paint, to daydream. But then the time for childish-
ness was over.

Around this time, Er’s mean streak became evident. Our time 
together was no longer playful. Instead, it was forceful. In bed, my 
husband insisted on anal sex only, and it was painful. When I told 
him it hurt, he insisted it was the only way. When I said I wanted to 
get pregnant, he would laugh bitterly and say, “I don’t want children 
with you.”

Er also became angry and hateful in other areas of our life. He 
had rules for everything. When I didn’t meet his standards, he would 
make me pay. He would slap me for not cleaning the house. One 
time, he kicked me out of the house for a day because I didn’t sweep 
the fl oor.

And then, unexpectedly, he died. My best friend said, “God 
must have hated him.”

According to Jewish tradition, a widow with no children was given 
in marriage to her husband’s closest male relative. When the widow 
conceived a child, that child would inherit the wealth of the origi-
nal husband, and the widow would keep a place in society. Yehuda 
decided to give me in marriage to the second son, Onan. Onan already 
had a wife who he loved very much. Her name was Rebecca, and she 
wasn’t very happy with me “taking her man.” But it was Onan’s duty, 
and she ensured that he did it poorly. Rebecca hadn’t had children, 
so she insisted that Onan not give me children. Onan came to my 
bedroom, but he didn’t have sex with me. Instead, he masturbated 
over me, spilling his seed on the ground. He didn’t perform his duty.

Then Onan died. My best friend said, “Serves him right.” It’s 
good to have friends.

After the burial and the appropriate time of mourning, Yehuda 
called me to him. “Tamar, what am I going to do with you?” he 
asked. “I’ve given you my eldest sons in marriage, and they are 
dead. Maybe you are not good for my family. Because it is my 
responsibility to give you my third son, I will, but he is very young. 
Until he is ready, I would like you to return to your father’s house 
and play the widow.”
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So I headed home to father, who expected that I would work, 
cleaning, scrubbing, or sweeping. No more time for daydreaming.

My father became gravely ill. Because of the way that land 
rights in our country work, my brother stood to inherit the farm. My 
brother has a mean streak much like Er’s and a wife who is meaner 
and cannot stand me.

I was headed to ruin. I could not marry again, because Yehuda 
required that I “play the widow,” and I seriously doubted that he 
would have ever given me in marriage to Shelah. Yehuda held me 
responsible for the death of his two sons.

As I was carrying water one noontime, I saw a young woman 
in the distance. It was obvious, even to me, that she was selling sex. 
She was making eye contact with men— women don’t do that in our 
town— and the veil she wore shone in the sunlight, a brazen display 
that the plain people of my town don’t engage in. She was different, 
and I liked the difference.

After seeing her a few times, I walked over to her and asked, 
“Have you been doing this long?”

“Not too long,” she said. She introduced herself as Aderet.
When I asked why she did this work, she said, “For a better life.”
“This is a better life?” I asked.
“It’s better than relying on one man to help me. It’s better than 

fi ghting the abuse that one man can do. It’s better than giving in.”
And I felt it deep inside me: my way out.
Yehuda’s wife had died, and I knew he would be seeking some 

companionship as a result. I knew that Yehuda attended the sheep 
sheering at Timnah each year. I decided to meet him there in the 
hopes of seducing him and getting pregnant.

But fi rst, I received a few tips from Aderet. The fi rst lesson was 
that appearances count. I had to adopt a new persona, a new walk, a 
new talk. And although my father- in- law had never seen me naked, 
I knew I would have to look different as well. Aderet said that once 
I was in the appointment, the client would be unlikely to recognize 
me. She said many times clients didn’t even look at you.

Second, I needed a way for Yehuda to pay me. My friend was 
paid with whatever the client traded. She then had a broker who 
sold those things for her. Some might call the man her pimp, but she 
called him a friend. And he left her with a good living wage. It was 
not my intention to take money for this. Instead, I wanted a child, 
and a way to prove to Yehuda that he was the father.

Third, Aderet told me, you have to remember not to fall in love. 
“It’s hard,” she said, “because we all want to be loved.”
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I knew that would not be a problem.
It took me a couple of weeks, but I prepared. I got skin treat-

ments, mud baths from the Dead Sea. I put henna in my hair to give 
it a different shine. I lost a few pounds to help with the disguise. I 
made myself a new veil and a dress to match it.

I was ready.
I waited for Yehuda by a small tent on the road. I could tell 

when he was coming by his entourage. When he got close, I stepped 
outside. I cleared my throat. He looked over. Then came the hard 
part: I had to seduce him with only my eyes. Everything else was 
covered in red.

It worked!
Step one was negotiating the price. Yehuda offered a young goat 

from his fl ock. I accepted but said, “What will you give me as a pledge?” 
He gave me his seal, cord, and staff, and these would prove that any 
child from this union was his. He never noticed the irony. In Hebrew, 
the word for seal, hotam, sounds like hatan, which means father- in- law. 
And cord? Petil, which sounds like peti, means simpleton.

My friend had warned me that the seduction lasts longer than the 
few moments of sex. Instead, it is the time the client is with you that 
matters. So we talked, me with my new voice. He told me about his 
sorrows of the last few years, the loss of his sons and his wife. He told 
me about his son, the trip to Timnah, and his small fl ock that year.

It was sad. I could feel his pain.
Then we moved to the bed. It wasn’t like with Er. It wasn’t angry 

or mean. It wasn’t like Onan, which was sort of like I wasn’t there. 
It was gentle and kind.

After it was over, I packed up and went home, put on my 
widow’s clothing, and tried not to think about it.

Four weeks later, the vomiting made me think about it again. 
Within a few weeks of having sex with my father- in- law, I was show-
ing symptoms of being pregnant.

As happy as I was, my father had become very sick. Six weeks 
into my pregnancy, he took to his bed never to get out again. I 
tended him, bringing him food and wine, feeding him, making him 
comfortable. Toward the end, on a bright early morning, my father 
grabbed my arm as I was straightening his covers. “Tamar,” he whis-
pered, “come closer. I want to bless you.”

“Father,” I cried, “I don’t deserve your blessing. I have been a 
bad daughter.”

“My sweet girl,” he said, “You may not have been a great daugh-
ter, but you have been a wonderful woman. Your life is hard, and 
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you have faced it with courage and conviction. May the God we 
serve give you the strength to face what comes next, because you 
will need courage and conviction.”

He died not long after that. I wrapped him in burial clothes and 
anointed his body with oils. I said my good- byes.

Meanwhile, I grew bigger and bigger as my pregnancy pro-
gressed. The time had come to go to my father- in- law’s home.

It’s hard, in a community like ours, to keep secrets. I had 
hoped to return to Yehuda’s home quietly, but the women from his 
community saw me, and they ran to tell their husbands that I was 
returning— pregnant.

In my situation, being pregnant was a visible sign of the biggest 
sin I could commit. I was considered a married woman, even though 
I was not married to the youngest son and the older sons were dead. 
My pregnancy was a sign of adultery, and adultery is a sin punish-
able by death.

I grabbed one of Yehuda’s servants. “Please, tell your master that 
I am here,” I said. The servant led me to waiting quarters.

The servant came back and said, “Yehuda has spoken and said, 
‘She has played the harlot! Have her burned to death.’”

I implored the servant, “Please, take this seal, this cord, and this 
staff, and tell Yehuda that I am pregnant by the man who owns these.”

After presenting these items to Yehuda, the servant came to 
retrieve me. He brought me in front of Yehuda, who was surrounded 
by his most trusted advisors. “She is more righteous than I, since I 
wouldn’t give her to my son Shelah. She shall live in my home as my 
wife, and I will be father to her child.”

Which was it? Was I righteous? Or did I “play the harlot”? Or 
was it both? I didn’t know. But oh, my relief! And then surprise, as I 
learned I was to bear children! I gave birth to twins, Perez and Zerah.

We did live as husband and wife, but we never shared a bed 
again. Yehuda was old, and having children again gave his older 
years a fullness that didn’t require sex. Frankly, I was thankful for 
the freedom and the time to dream.

I remained friends with Aderet. She would come visit me reg-
ularly. She continued to trade sex, and she always seemed to be 
happy. I never told anyone how we met . . . 

* * *
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What do you think of Tamar? Do you think that she is a manip-
ulative bitch who tricked her father- in- law into having sex with 
her? It would be easy to interpret Tamar in this light. She doesn’t 
get what she wants, so she fi xes herself up, lies about her identity, 
and seduces Yehuda.

But that’s not how the Bible interprets her. In the Torah, a 
woman who is named is important, a woman whose story is told is 
more important, and a woman who is the ancestor of David is even 
more important. Of course, Tamar is not just the ancestor of David. 
She’s also the ancestor of Jesus— and named as such in Matthew— 
which marks her as a righteous woman.

Why would she be considered a heroine, and why would Yehuda 
say that she is more righteous than he? At this time in the history of 
the Jews, it is important to understand that the Law hasn’t been given 
yet. Moses hadn’t yet climbed the mountain to get the tablets of the 
Ten Commandments. However, their religion, norms, and mores 
had already begun to be formulated. So even though there is no law 
about taking care of widows, there is the beginning of tradition.

Tamar’s story can be judged in light of the law. Deuteronomy 
25:5– 6 says,

When brothers reside together, and one of them dies and 
has no son, the wife of the deceased shall not be married 
outside the family to a stranger. Her husband’s brother shall 
go in to her, taking her in marriage, and performing the 
duty of a husband’s brother to her, and the fi rstborn whom 
she bears shall succeed to the name of the deceased brother, 
so that his name may not be blotted out of Israel.

This is called levirate marriage, and Tamar is the fi rst woman to 
marry her “kinsman redeemer” in the Hebrew Bible. The purpose of 
levirate marriage is to create an heir for the dead husband, Er. It goes 
a little further, though, than an heir for Er. It’s also fi nancial security 
and societal standing for the widow. And while externally, Onan 
seems to take on the levirate responsibility, he certainly abdicates 
that responsibility through “spilling his seed.”

So it’s important for Tamar to get pregnant because pregnancy 
(and a son, especially) will give Tamar her independence, or at least 
her self- suffi ciency. If she has a child, she doesn’t need a man to take 
care of her; she can take care of herself.

It is ultimately Yehuda’s responsibility that Tamar is provided 
for through the birth of a son. He has only one son left who could 
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marry Tamar, but Yehuda waits. Waiting is certainly understandable. 
To him, Tamar could be a black widow who is killing his sons, or 
it could be plain old coincidence. Would he want to risk his only 
remaining son, Shelah? Perhaps he wouldn’t want to risk Shelah, 
but Yehuda could marry Tamar too. The father- in- law could also be 
the kinsman redeemer.1 But Yehuda ducks his responsibility, leaving 
Tamar childless, defenseless, and alone.

Yehuda’s response still leaves Tamar with very few options.
Tamar, taking matters into her own hands, refuses to accept her 

lack of security and acts as an agent of change through performing 
sex work.

A few months after having sex with an unknown prostitute on 
the road to Timnah, Yehuda learns that Tamar is pregnant. When 
he fi nds this out, he orders her death! Leaving off the discussion 
of the hypocrisy involved given that he had visited a sex worker, 
the speed at which Yehuda decides Tamar’s death by violence is 
stunning.

Although Tamar is accused of prostitution, it’s not the sex work 
that seems to upset everyone. It’s her marital status. If she were 
unmarried, it wouldn’t look good, but it is complicated by the fact 
that she is promised to one of Yehuda’s sons. It’s not just sex work 
but adultery and fornication.

Yehuda learns that the he is responsible for Tamar’s pregnancy, 
backs off the punishment, and actually commends Tamar. “She is 
more righteous than I.” This Hebrew phrase, “Tzadkah mimeni,” 
means “more right” and “than I am” or “from me.”2 And then he 
takes Tamar into his family. She is the heroine of the story for stand-
ing up for her rights; for overcoming the oppression of her caste, 
gender, and race; and for becoming the agent of change in her own 
life. Tamar builds a future for herself and she becomes the great- 
great- great- great- grandmother of the Messiah.

The comparison to modern- day sex work is simple: people enter 
sex work because of the lack of justice in their given society. It doesn’t 
matter if it’s New York City or Elkton, Tennessee, Bangkok, Thailand 
or Kolkata, India. It doesn’t matter if the person is sixteen years old 
or fi fty- two. The lack of viable choices drives people into sex work.

The sixteen- year- old who has left a bad situation at home has 
few choices. The fi fty- two- year- old who has been left bankrupt by 
her husband of twenty- fi ve years has few choices. The teenage girl in 
Thailand who has left her home in Cambodia for a better life has few 
choices. Society owes people more choices than it provides.
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What if we begin to see the people who engage in sex work as 
individuals who are seeking their own paths in an unjust world? 
What if we see them as agents of change in their own lives? What 
if we begin to see them as seeking justice and fi ghting oppression?

Regardless of the nobility and heroism that might have gone into 
Tamar’s choice, it could have ended differently. Where Tamar faced 
being burned to death, folks today face violence, whether physi-
cal, sexual, emotional, or intellectual. Choosing sex work can mean 
incarceration, hunger, poverty, homelessness, joblessness, mental 
illness, rape, or even death.

It is our responsibility, as Christians seeking justice in the world, 
to build more choices for individuals who choose sex work because 
of the unjust choices they have to endure. In order to do this, we 
fi rst have to recognize our biases surrounding sex work. We then 
have to recognize the forces that make sex work a viable choice for 
individuals— and fi ght to change those oppressive conditions. Finally, 
we have to seek to make this path that people have chosen as safe as 
possible while offering options for leaving.
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Media and Cultural Portrayals

Long legs and burgundy lips
— MOTLEY CRÜE

In Genesis 38 we fi nd Yehuda jumping to the conclusion that 
Tamar “played the harlot.” He had a whole list of assumptions that 
came along with that presupposition. We do the same thing today. 
We have assumptions about people engaged in sex work, formed 
mostly from mainstream media but also by the antitraffi cking move-
ment that dominates the discussion around prostitution.

Mainstream media use certain words to bring up negative pic-
tures in our minds. In news reports, they’ll use hooker, stripper, call 
girl, and a myriad of other names, all of which bring up images of 
streetwalkers with a lot of skin showing. Think Julia Roberts in Pretty 
Woman when she’s walking the street: thigh high boots, a very short 
skirt, and a top that reveals her stomach and cleavage.

When asked what comes into their minds when they hear the 
word “prostitute,” HIPS (Helping Individual Prostitutes Survive) 
volunteers gave the following descriptions:

• slut
• whore
• hooker
• working girl
• streetwalker
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• member of the oldest profession
• tart
• escort
• hustler
• scarlet woman
• tramp
• ho
• bitch
• wench
• rent boy
• temptress
• dirty girl
• stripper
• cam girl
• perv
• show girls

Those are the nice ones. Here are other words that they conjured up:

• drugs
• HIV/AIDS
• sexually transmitted infections
• herpes
• sexually abused
• dirty

The volunteers also refl ected on what prostitutes do:

• sell her body
• tempt (especially otherwise blameless individuals)
• demean
• exotic/erotic dance
• massage

I’ve found that when people talk in depth about those who trade 
sex, we use phrases like “that homewrecker,” “those people, what a 
pity,” or “bless her heart, she doesn’t understand how harmful it is 
to be selling her body.” We might even be gracious: “There but for 
the grace of God go I.” Ministers say they want to be “a voice for 
the voiceless.” The words may sound right and proper, but we use 
all these phrases to separate ourselves from people who trade sex 
because we don’t really understand them. We wouldn’t want anyone 
to think that we could ever do that.

COPYRIGHTED MATERIAL. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED.



18 I Heart Sex Workers 

What’s really behind these phrases? What words or pictures 
come to your mind when you think about people who are trading 
sex? Do you see stiletto heels, short skirts, big wigs, and tight shirts? 
Do you see a particular race? What about drug use? And what do 
you envision happens in a client interaction?

Are those pictures helpful?

Homewrecker
I have heard many stories of wives calling exotic dancers, after 

fi nding their phone numbers in their husbands’ pockets, and saying, 
“You’ve stolen my husband!” I have yet to meet a sex worker who 
lured a man into sex he didn’t want.

Frankly, they don’t want your man; they want his money. If a 
man is found in a “compromising” position, we often absolve him 
of responsibility by blaming the woman he’s with, whether she’s 
a sex worker or a housewife down the street. When we blame the 
sex worker, we exonerate the man from his responsibility and we 
really shift the blame to someone who, while maybe not blame-
less, probably hasn’t gone to the trouble of luring the man into the 
relationship.

Bless Her Heart
I’m a Southern woman. As such, one of the things we say regu-

larly is, “Bless her/his heart.” Everybody knows we’re really being 
condescending and demeaning. We want to appear to have compas-
sion and understanding, and yet we don’t. It’s like the parable of the 
Pharisee and the publican in Luke 18:9– 14, where the Pharisee looks 
at the praying tax collector and says, “Thank you, God, that I am not 
like that person!”

Instead of saying, “Bless her heart,” we need to understand more 
so we can say, “I know that given the same opportunities and the 
same challenges, I might have made similar decisions.”

There but for the Grace of God Go I
Years ago, Oprah Winfrey interviewed a sex worker. After she 

fi nished with the interview, she turned to the audience and said this 
very phrase.

It’s not meant to be degrading, but if you deconstruct it, it says, 
“I have the grace of God. Therefore God saved me from sex work 
and didn’t save you.” How do we presume to know who has the 
grace of God? And couldn’t someone have grace and still enter sex 
work?
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Of course Oprah meant to say, “You and I are the same, and but 
for circumstances beyond my control, I would have made similar 
choices and been in a similar place.” That is a statement of accep-
tance, equality, and understanding.

God withholds grace from no one.

A Voice for the Voiceless
I was talking to a pastor with a large online following. He was 

interviewing female pastors and said, “I want to give you all a voice.” 
I cleared my throat. I thought, I already have a voice. It’s just that no 
one wants to listen.

Many anti–sex work and rescue organizations say that they want 
to be a “voice for the voiceless.” I’ve never met a sex worker without 
a voice. What’s meant is, “I want to stand with the less powerful,” but 
what’s actually said is, “You need someone to speak for you because 
you are not able/willing/capable of speaking for yourself.”

Sex workers do not need someone to be a voice for them; they 
need individuals to listen to their voices. There’s an assumption that 
individuals who have been traffi cked do not have a voice, too. That’s 
not true. They do have voices and opinions about their situations, 
and many times, they can speak for themselves. However, most 
times, organizations speak for them.

There’s an irony in that I, having never worked in the fi eld, 
would write a book about sex work where I recommend that we 
allow space for sex workers to speak for themselves. For now, it’s a 
matter of access. I have access to sex workers’ stories and their lives, 
and I have access to the audience of this book. I hope to act as a 
bridge for sex workers’ stories.

Before I get up to preach a sermon, I always pray, “May the 
words of my mouth and the meditations of my heart be pleasing to 
you, O God, my Rock and my Redeemer.” That’s my goal in writing 
this book as well. I hope that my words would be honest about my 
friends and show love. My purpose isn’t to give sex workers a voice 
but to share what I know from listening to them.

She Doesn’t Understand Her Own Experience
When Mel Gibson’s movie The Passion of the Christ came out, a 

lot of Jews said it was anti- Semitic and brought up recollections of 
pogroms (violent riots) in Germany, which oftentimes had passion 
plays as precursors. A lot of Christians claimed the movie was not 
anti- Semitic. Which group could best discern whether the movie was 
anti- Semitic?
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When women do get the chance to talk about positive expe-
riences in sex work, they’re often criticized by feminist groups. 
Why? Feminists will explain that individuals who are subordinate 
begin to trust the system that oppresses them and cannot under-
stand their own experience because they can’t see it without 
the lens of subordination. When someone says of another, “She 
doesn’t understand her own experience,” they’re saying she cannot 
be trusted to understand her own occupation; she can’t understand 
she’s enslaved. I disagree.

Oppressed people know they are oppressed. Usually they begin 
to rise up and fi ght the oppression. There is no doubt that some 
sex workers are oppressed, beaten, raped, and robbed. And when a 
sex worker tells me that she’s had that experience, I believe her.

But there are others who have not been beaten, raped, or robbed. 
Even if they have been victims of abuse, the benefi ts still outweighed 
the costs for them. When a sex worker tells me she’s had that experi-
ence, I believe her.

Sex work may be enslavement to one woman, but it may be 
liberation to another. The most liberating thing, for any woman, is 
to have her experience affi rmed and believed, because women can 
be trusted.

Selling Her Body

If I could eliminate just one of the phrases, it would be this one. 
Think about it: “Selling her body.” Can a person really sell her body? 
No. You can’t sell your body. It remains your possession.

People use the phrase to communicate the transaction that occurs. 
And someone is, indeed, paying another person to perform sex. So 
why not say “selling sex” instead?

What I really dislike is about this phrase is that “selling your 
body” denotes a loss of agency, as though sex work is about giving up 
your body. Just because someone is being paid to perform a sex act 
doesn’t mean she is not in control or ownership of her body. This 
is a critical distinction we must fi ght for if we’re to change people’s 
perception about sex workers. In fact, those who give over control 
(or have it wrenched from them) are likely to be victimized. That 
is not sex work; it’s victimization. It’s important to understand that 
sex workers, like all of us, have the right, the ability, and the voice 
to consent and refuse sex at any time. And none of them willingly 
“sell their bodies.”
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The client paying for sex is not the “owner” of the sex worker 
or her body. They aren’t even “renting” it because it is never theirs. 
The client who believes he’s attained ownership over the sex worker 
is grossly mistaken and dangerous.

Mainstream entertainment shares much of the blame for giving 
us this image of sex workers. In Pretty Woman, Vivian (played by Julia 
Roberts) is a street- level, survival sex worker who gets picked up by 
a man in a Maserati and is whisked away from her terrible life that 
was devoid of fancy restaurants, expensive clothing, and shopping 
sprees. Edward (played by Richard Gere) takes her from the street, 
and instead of being treated like dirt on her stroll (where she works), 
she gets to be treated like dirt in the posh shops on Rodeo Drive or 
by Edward’s colleague. Instead of working the street, she gets to be 
with an emotionally stunted man who believes money is the true 
measure of a life and who, despite his fear of heights, chooses the 
uppermost fl oor in hotels because it is a reminder of his wealth.

Women swooned when Vivian, in her purple ball gown, said 
to Edward, “I would have stayed for two thousand,” to which he 
responded, “I would have paid four.” How cute. This movie painted 
the prostitute as smart, funny, and beautiful, with rescue as the goal 
and ultimate prize in sex work.

I’m sure you can tell, but it’s so far from the truth of sex work 
it’s painful to me. There are plenty of smart, funny, and beautiful sex 
workers, but most are not waiting to be rescued by their customers, 
nor are they as naïve and simplistic as Roberts and Gere. This is not 
a movie about sex work. It’s a fairy tale.

There are other mainstream entertainment portrayals of sex 
workers. Tina Fey is a comedienne known to be tough on sex work. 
In a 2009 interview in Vanity Fair, Fey said, “I love to play strippers 
and to imitate them. I love using that idea for comedy, but the idea of 
actually going there? I feel like we all need to be better than that. That 
industry needs to die, by all of us being a little bit better than that.”1 In 
her 2011 book, Bossypants, Fey writes, “Politics and prostitution have 
to be the only jobs where inexperience is considered a virtue. In what 
other profession would you brag about not knowing stuff?”2

This is funny stuff, within reason. But it can be hurtful, too. 
Chris Rock does a comedy routine about becoming a new father. 
He says, “Sometimes I am walking with my daughter, I’m talking 
to my daughter, I’m looking at her, I’m pushing her in the stroller. 
And sometimes I pick her up and I just stare at her and I realize my 
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only job in life is to keep her off the pole.”3 Parents of sex workers 
everywhere probably cringe when he says that.

But worst of all are the jokes about violence toward sex work-
ers. In the television show 30 Rock, starring Tina Fey, Jack Donaghy 
(played by Alec Baldwin) is in his offi ce, mourning the change in 
General Electric’s ownership. “This is where we used to hold retire-
ment parties. The balcony below is probably still littered with 
stripper bones.”4 Facebook jokesters post fan pages about killing sex 
workers. It’s all in good fun until it’s not, and violence against sex 
workers happens all too often.

Of course, mainstream entertainment and media are not the 
only infl uencers of our negative image of sex workers. The antitraf-
fi cking brigade prefers victim language for sex workers. These words 
include prostituted person (meaning that someone else is prostitut-
ing them— that they cannot be doing this to themselves), traffi cked 
person, and “girls exploited by sex traffi ckers.”5 Victim language 
denotes that these individuals do not have any choice, any agency 
in the decisions that brought them to their current position.

Some people are traffi cked for sex. Some are forced, coerced, 
and made to submit to managers, pimps, and traffi ckers. Some-
times circumstances leave no choice but a bad one. But many 
people in sex work are just that, people in sex work. They haven’t 
been forced. This was a choice they made. It’s not an easy choice, 
but it’s theirs.

If an individual made a choice to get there, she must be the one 
to make a choice to get out. That’s key. If we are only interested in 
the small minority of “victims,” we miss the larger picture and rob 
them of the dignity of being seen as fully autonomous and free indi-
viduals, able to make other choices.

But why does it even matter what we think and how we talk 
about sex workers? Why is it important to frame our language as 
respectful? For much of the same reason we’ve changed from calling 
people black or negro to African American. Words matter. If we are 
fl ippant about the words we use, we will tend to be fl ippant about 
the way we treat people.

Those same HIPS volunteers who voiced seedy images like 
“slut,” “streetwalker,” and “temptress” when we asked them about 
the word “prostitute” responded differently when we asked them to 
consider the term “sex worker.” These were the phrases that they 
came up with:

• professional
• making a living
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• paying taxes
• job

See the difference? There’s a level of dignity the phrase “sex worker” 
provides. When we are educated about the matter, our language 
around sex work changes.

The people we’re talking about are people. They brush their 
teeth in the morning. They develop crushes on other people. They 
laugh and cry like all of us. They love their children and their nieces 
and nephews. These are individuals who relate in the world to other 
people, just as you relate to them. They are daughters and sons, 
mothers and fathers, sisters and brothers, friends, coworkers, com-
munity members, and even members of faith communities. They are 
loved by God as much as any person in the world.

And God isn’t cringing at them. We are.
Probably the most realistic movie I’ve ever seen starring a sex 

worker was The Wrestler, with Marisa Tomei playing an exotic dancer 
in a dive bar. Although Marisa Tomei looks great in the movie, you 
see that she is hustling to make all her money, even putting up with 
some ridicule and frustration from a young bachelor’s party. When 
Ram (Mickey Rourke) steps in to “save” her from the customers, she 
gets very angry with him, pointing out that this is her living. Marisa 
Tomei was nominated for an Academy Award for this role.

Sometimes media campaigns also have positive images. 
Recently, a Canadian sex work organization called Stepping Stones 
did a photo campaign where a photo of a young woman said, “I’m 
glad my prostitute made me fi nish school.” A photo of an elderly 
woman said, “I’m proud of my tramp, raising two kids on her own.” 
A photo of a young man said, “At my wedding, my younger hooker 
gave the funniest speech.”6

For everything else their jobs might be, it’s still work, which means 
each of them feels like you and I do at our jobs. Some days we like it, 
some days we don’t. Some days it’s fulfi lling, other days it’s not.

If it was supposed to be fun all the time, they wouldn’t call it 
work.

Let’s hear it for the voiceless homewreckers who don’t under-
stand their own oppression while selling their bodies! Bless their 
hearts! It matters the way we think and speak about sex workers. 
It will impact those who trade sex and help to remove the stigma 
attached to the work. And to really have an impact, ultimately, we 
need to learn more about the true reality of trading sex and, at the 
very least, get out of the way of sex workers claiming the power to 
express their voices.
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