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“The Complicated World that is #MeToo” 

A Sermon Dialogue - March 25, 2018 

Emmy Franklin & Reverend Carolyn Patierno 

 

Before we talk about all the ways that the Me Too movement is 
complicated and nuanced, we thought it would be a good idea to give a 
little background and context to the movement and then talk about what is 
not complicated about it. 
 

The Me Too movement was started about ten years ago by a social-
change organizer named Tarana Burke to address the trends of sexual 
assault and harassment among women of color at a time when no one was 
really talking about it, even in spaces dedicated to black activism.  
 

The idea of the movement is to empower survivors of sexual assault with 
empathy. It was truly revolutionary and I had the privilege to hear Ms. 
Burke speak about the movement and her long career in social justice 
work. And it was spectacular.  
 

Fast-forward to October 2017 when #MeToo went viral. Actor Alyssa 
Milano encouraged women to tweet #MeToo to “give people a sense of the 
magnitude of the problem.” In short, the #MeToo became the spark that 
ignited a global conversation about sexual assault and harassment and for 
that, we are so grateful. 
 

Before we dive in, we want to specify that we are talking about women this 
morning. We recognize that anyone can be sexually assaulted, regardless 
of gender, but today we are talking about the ways in which sexual assault 
and harassment affect women - including trans women and trans men who 
were born female.   

So let’s talk about what is not complicated about this movement.  
 

It is clear that this experience is universal: this experience of unwanted 
attention and touch that is so often weaponized as an abuse of power. It 
happens to women and girls of all ages and colors and sexual orientations 
and circumstances. Thousands of women and girls have spoken up and 
shared their stories. And we know that there are thousands more who have 
stories to share who may choose not to, and those for whom it would not 
be safe to do so. Of this, we are certain. 
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What, then, is so complicated about this movement?  
 

What is unique and wonderful and complicated about “Me, Too” is that it is 
a phrase that encompases all types of sexual misconduct, from catcalls to 
sexual violence. This is revolutionary. It acknowledges that all gender-
based discrimination and sexual misconduct is harmful.  The Me Too 
movement provides a safe space for survivors to join the conversation 
without having to expose their own level of trauma. Just to say the words, 
“Me, Too” is to make oneself so vulnerable.  
  

But as revolutionary as that inclusion is, it also makes this movement, in 
particular, just a little complicated. For one, we are acknowledging what we 
call, “the continuum,” or the range of behaviors that inspire us to say, “Me, 
Too.” Sexual misconduct is a spectrum and when you put all of it into one 
category, it gets messy and confusing. The lines between levels of 
misconduct begin to blur as we reflect on our past “Me, Too” experiences 
and navigate our current and future experiences. The small things we 
overlook or internalize begin to carry more weight when they are put on the 
same continuum as sexual violence. 
 

For example, a pushy and aggressive sexual encounter may be described 
as assault by some, while others may call it a bad date. I have a friend who 
recently said to me, “I cannot call a man who is pushy and persistent a 
rapist because if that is true, than I have been raped by nearly every man I 
have ever slept with.” I felt like I should have been surprised but I was not. 
Because I knew exactly what she meant. 
  

So instead, we shield ourselves from that pain by telling ourselves it’s “not 
that bad.” We teach our daughters that harassment is to be expected. “It’s 
just how it is.” We don’t want to acknowledge the debasement we put up 
with every day as harmful because, after all, we probably know someone 
who has had it much worse. But it hurts regardless.  
 

Carolyn:   
Katie Anthony addresses this very predicament in a blog entitled, “Not That 
Bad”.  In her words: 
 

 I know what people will say when I tell them that I had a 
professor who put his arm around me (I was 19) and asked why we 
weren’t dating, while his hand stroked the bare skin of my shoulder … 
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I am waiting for people to say, “So he just… put his arm around you?” 
I am waiting for them to ask for a gasp-worthy punchline. They’re 
already imagining there is more to the story. There really isn’t. 
 I don’t want to have to up the ante, tell another worse story to 
prove that I had the right to be uncomfortable when my professor 
stroked my bare shoulder. I don’t want to have to buy my friends’ 
support with maximum humiliation.  
 I have no interest in turning my sexual history into social 
currency; exchange rates are so unpredictable. 
 So I hurry up to add, “It wasn’t that bad.” That way, the people 
I’m telling have to convince me, “No, that really wasn’t cool.” If you 
push, people push back, that’s just human nature. If you pull away, 
they come to your side and find you. They can’t resist.  
  

So I say, “It’s not that bad,” and I hope they’ll come over to my side, and 
find me. 
 

Emmy:  
Women have become skilled at this dance - the push and pull of empathy 
and understanding. I cannot count the number of times I have had to push 
myself to go to someone’s side, and find them. And the number of times I 
have said, “It’s not that bad” myself, building up my protective walls while 
wishing desperately for someone to knock on my door, and find me. It is an 
emotional labor that we never signed for, but one that is necessary for 
survival. This ongoing exchange of empathy and emotional labor is what 
this movement aims to address. 
 

This is the norm and it is exhausting. 
 

So we say, “It’s not that bad” to lighten our burden, but really it IS that bad! 
Friends come to me with stories of all sorts: creepy coworkers, 
uncomfortable encounters at bars, inappropriate behavior from bosses, and 
so on … and so on. And I have to tell you, I am never surprised. I’m sure 
every single woman in this sanctuary knows what I mean. I know how 
damaging that can be. How much of our lives is occupied with the constant 
hum of anxiety, the ways we monitor our behavior, the ways we choose to 
navigate different spaces.  
 

Because… me, too. 
 



 

Sermon © Reverend Carolyn Patierno and Reverend Emmy Franklin.  All Rights reserved.  Reproduction 
by permission only. 
 

Carolyn:   
Because … me, too. 
 

When a mind is constantly spinning, when a heart is dancing as fast as a 
heart can, trying to determine whether one’s experience was either “not 
that bad” or on the other hand and actually, very bad, it is mind and a heart 
that are not focused on other things:  creative endeavors.   Friendship.  
Education.  Work.   
 

Peace of mind.  
 

I’m giving voice to what you all know and believe:  girls and women 
deserve peace of mind free from concern of sexual harassment or 
assault.  That said, there are as many “Me, too” stories in this sanctuary as 
there are women in this sanctuary.  It is my hope that this congregation is 
for all of you, some kind of sanctuary.  While I understand that for some 
women, the realities of sexual assault are too traumatizing for any public 
place to feel completely safe, All Souls is a community that endeavors to 
transcend the common violence of our day.  
We strive to be a place where one need not push in order for others to 
come over to your side.  We strive to be a community that takes time to see 
each other in both joyful and sorrowful light.   
 

And how complex is the light in which women live.  Would that women and 
girls lived in a bright, clear light.   
 

There are many reasons why this kind of life is not yet the reality for so 
many women the world over.  We are going to focus on just one: unhealthy 
messages about sexuality.  Specifically, messages about female sexuality 
are often fraught with danger and therefore, fear and are rarely about 
pleasure.  That is a problem.  Said the wise woman:  
 

Emmy:   
“The most damaging thing that happens when we leave pleasure out of 
sex ed is that we allow girls to go on thinking that sex is something that’s 
not really for or about them. Boys learn not to worry about girls’ pleasure, 
and when girls and women have sexual encounters that don’t feel good — 
whether they’re just unsatisfying or actively abusive — they’re primed to 
accept that’s just how sex is.”  Jaclyn Friedman 

 



 

Sermon © Reverend Carolyn Patierno and Reverend Emmy Franklin.  All Rights reserved.  Reproduction 
by permission only. 
 

Carolyn:   
For just a moment consider the messages you were given about sexuality 
as a child.   
 

Sol Gordon, a pioneer in the field of sexuality education quipped that we tell 
our children that sex is dirty and dangerous … and that we should save it 
for someone we love.  It’s a confusing message that really, hasn’t changed 
much from generation to generation.  You remember the “Just say ‘no’” 
campaigns.  The problem with “just say no” is that we give girls especially, 
no room to discern to what they may want to say “Yes” when they are 
ready and prepared to do so.  Emotionally ready.  Developmentally ready.  
Physically ready.   
 

We do not talk to girls especially, about pleasure.   
 

Emmy:  
We are raised to see sex as a commodity - a culture of exchange where 
boys “get some” and girls either “give it up” or “save it.” It is a one-sided 
exchange that leads to an imbalanced power dynamics and a performance 
of roles. We teach boys that if they work hard enough, they can “get it” and 
that girls must hold onto and protect their sexuality or risk losing their worth. 
 

If we were to teach girls that their pleasure mattered - that sex does and 
should feel good for them and that there is no shame in that pleasure - we 
can challenge this unhealthy and, in fact, harmful approach. If we teach 
girls that their pleasure has value, then the sexual experiences we 
categorize as “not that bad,” suddenly become a clear violation. If we teach 
boys that girls enjoy sex too and that their pleasure matters, then it 
eliminates this learned behavior of coaxing and persuading, and instead 
teaches boys that if their partner isn’t enjoying whatever is going on, then 
something is seriously wrong. 
 

It is time to restructure.  It’s time to reimagine.  
 

Luckily, there are educators who are doing this work. Last year, I had the 
privilege of interning for a non-profit in Rhode Island called The Center for 
Sexual Pleasure and Health. The Center’s mission is to advance culturally 
inclusive, medically accurate, and pleasure informed sexuality education, 
therapy, and professional training. They know that in a world where 
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pleasure is viewed as an integral part of sexual health, it allows people to 
engage in open dialogue about sexuality without fear or shame.  
 

Carolyn:   
I remember a sign at the 2018 Women’s March.  Held up by an older man 
the sign said, “Boys will be …”  and then “boys” was crossed out and in 
bold letters was written, “Decent human beings.”  We are trying our best as 
a faith community to help families raise up boys who are even better than 
“decent”.  It begins with our first principle, of course, and continues in our 
Our Whole Lives sexuality education classes.  Currently our first and 
second graders are learning about how good are their bodies and as they 
respect their own bodies,  their friends’ bodies - both boys and girls - are 
deserving of the same respect.  They are learning that they have agency 
and power and they are learning how to own both.  They are learning that 
sexuality is a natural and healthy part of who they are.   
 

Emmy and I began by talking about a Me, Too continuum - from sexual 
harassment to sexual assault.  Undoing the continuum from start to finish 
begins there:  all people have power and agency over their own 
bodies.  Sexuality is a natural and healthy part of who we are.  These are 
the foundational values of a comprehensive sexuality education program.   
 

Emmy:  
So when sexuality education stops at pregnancy and sexually transmitted 
infection prevention and does not acknowledge sexuality and pleasure as 
natural and healthy, it is inherently dishonest. Kids will inevitably discover 
that sex is fun and I, for one, would rather they learn it from trained 
educators than from the Internet. If we do not talk about pleasure with 
children, we become unreliable sources. It becomes a secret that everyone 
knows and no one discusses.  
 

I am so grateful for the sexuality education I received at All Souls in the Our 
Whole Lives program. I left each class armed with new information and 
empowered in the choices I was making about my own body. Because of 
OWL, I grew up feeling confident in saying “no” and as I navigate my 
sexuality, I strive to feel just as confident saying, “yes.”  And the older I get, 
the more I realize how empowering that is.  
 

Carolyn:   
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Emmy and I really are talking about empowerment as a foil to sexual 
harassment and assault..  That’s what the Me, too movement is about, after 
all:  empowerment.   
 

And … there is so much more to say.  Keeping this sermon dialogue 
focused was no small feat.  Here are a two things we are each 
contemplating ... 
 

The Movement makes me wonder about the role of redemption in all of 
this.  How might a man who confesses and atones for his actions make his 
way to redemption?   
 

Emmy:   
I want to continue to explore the transition from “no-means-no” to “yes-
means-yes” and the ways affirmative consent can challenge rape culture 
and empower women to take pleasure in their sexuality. 
 

Carolyn:  
And we are sure that like most people, this movement has your head 
spinning.  Things are coming to light at the speed of light and playing catch 
up is challenging.  And so we leave you with this:  you don’t have to figure it 
all out at once.   
 

And of course, there is as much healing as there is learning in all of 
this:  healing for men as well as women. I hope that Emmy and I shed 
some light on one possible way forward in what is a compelling yet 
confusing world that is Me, Too. 
 

We thank you for entering into this dialogue with open minds and hearts.   
 

Amen.   
 

Resources/Articles: 
 

https://www.vox.com/first-person/2018/1/19/16907246/sexual-consent-
educator-aziz-ansari 
 

Not That Bad 

http://www.katykatikate.com/2018/01/not-that-bad_15.html 

https://www.vox.com/first-person/2018/1/19/16907246/sexual-consent-educator-aziz-ansari
https://www.vox.com/first-person/2018/1/19/16907246/sexual-consent-educator-aziz-ansari
http://www.katykatikate.com/2018/01/not-that-bad_15.html
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Katie Anthony 

 

Five Women 

https://www.thisamericanlife.org/640/five-women  
 

https://www.thisamericanlife.org/640/five-women

