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Some presentations stressed 
“don’t do it” without explaining the 
biblical basis for premarital fidelity 
or the emotional fallout from inap-
propriate sexual experimentation.

“Some kids took the attitude, 
‘They just don’t want me to get 
pregnant, so I can do everything 
but sexual intercourse,’” says 
Rachel Chima, a Houston-based 
Assemblies of God abstinence edu-
cator and consultant with Teens 
Against Premarital Sex.

Chima, 36, says abstinence 
materials that don’t incorporate a 
holistic lifestyle change — based on 
character education and decision-
making skills — are bound to fail.

Chima acknowledges that 
Christian students can readily give 
in to temptation unless they have 
accountability partners, follow-
up training at church or parental 
boundaries.

“The commitment isn’t a one-
time decision to be forgotten after 
one night,” Chima says. “Churches 
just can’t bring a speaker in, have 
an altar call and never mention it 
again.”

Chima says it’s important for 
youth pastors — and parents 
— to revisit the issue every few 

Thousands of teens gathered 
around the country in the past week 
for Valentine’s Day-related purity 
ceremonies, vowing to remain vir-
gins until their wedding day.

Yet many of those taking the 
pledge already have engaged in sex-
ual intercourse. These “born-again” 
virgins now promise to abstain 
from sexual activity from here on, 
until their wedding day.

The growing popularity of the 
secondary virginity movement is 
partly a concession by abstinence 
educators that so many students 
have lost their sexual innocence. 
But, more importantly, by amending 
their presentations to include these 
young people, teachers and youth 
pastors are providing a message of 
hope where little existed before.

“Our message is if you haven’t 
had sexual contact you don’t 
have to — but if you have, there’s 
forgiveness in Christ,” says 
Briggi Berridge, co-founder of a 
group called Wait 4 Him based 
at Thomasville (N.C.) Assembly 
of God.

MOVEMENT GAINS STEAM
Southern Baptists initiated the 

church-driven abstinence move-
ment in 1993 with True Love Waits. 
Many church bodies, including 
various Assemblies of God con-
gregations, continue to use True 
Love Waits materials, but there are 
dozens of faith-based programs 
being taught under headings such 
as Waiting for Your Mate and 
Choosing the Best.

The instruction is having an 
impact. Sexual intercourse among 
teens has fallen gradually but steadi-
ly, from 54 percent 15 years ago to 
47 percent according to the latest 
U.S. Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention figures.

Youth usually are accepting, or at 
least tolerant, of abstinence teach-
ings. A recent Gallup poll shows 
that 56 percent of teens believe 
young people should abstain from 
sex until they are married.

Federal funding to teach charac-
ter-based abstinence classes totals 
$167 million this fiscal year, com-
pared to $59 million in 1998. The 

courses teach that abstinence is the 
only way to avoid out-of-wedlock 
pregnancy and sexually transmitted 
diseases; that a mutually faithful, 
monogamous marital relationship is 
the expected standard; and that sex 
outside marriage is likely to have 
harmful psychological and physical 
effects.

“These new concepts make sense 
to kids who don’t have a moral 
compass,” Berridge says. “But 
adults who went through the sexual 
revolution and rebellion against 
moral standards sometimes don’t 
want to present any boundaries.”

Thus, it’s often parents who 
convince school districts that a 
“comprehensive” or “abstinence 
plus” approach is needed, includ-
ing demonstrations of and distribu-
tion of contraceptives. The record 
number of pregnant teens in the 
late 1980s and early 1990s also 
sparked a push in many schools for 
“safe sex” education.

Yet Christians such as Lakita 
Garth-Wright of Chicago have 
stepped in to teach federally funded 
“abstinence only” public school 
sex-education materials, which have 
become the sole curriculum taught 
in more than a third of the nation’s 
schools.

Initially, Garth-Wright, who has 
been an abstinence educator for 17 
years, had trouble finding schools 
to allow her to speak. Last year, 
she spoke to half a million kids at 
schools and churches. She has to 
turn down invitations because she 
is so busy.

HELD ACCOUNTABLE
In the early years of the absti-

nence movement, some students 
who signed pledge cards did so in 
response to parental and church 
concerns that they avoid sexual in-
tercourse at all costs. 

“Abstinence is not just saying 
‘Don’t bring home a baby; don’t 
bring home a disease,’” Garth-
Wright says. “It’s about self-control 
and self-discipline.”

months, discussing related topics 
such as choosing friends wisely 
and setting dating limits.

Berridge knows support groups 
are essential for young people to 
stay away from temptation.

“Just because a girl comes to the 
rally, just because she is a Christian, 
doesn’t mean she’ll automatically be 
able to keep the pledge of purity,” 
Berridge says.

These days, some churches spon-
sor elaborate ceremonies in which a 
parent presents a purity ring, neck-
lace, pendant, bracelet or watch to 
the child, to be worn until the wed-
ding day. National jewelry chains 
have joined Christian retailers in 
selling the symbols.

Besides the ceremony, youth pas-
tors have learned that for abstinence 
education to be effective there must 
be teaching beforehand and an on-
going commitment afterward.

King’s Way Assembly of God 
in Versailles, Ky., conducts a bien-
nial True Love Waits banquet in 
February, after 10 weeks of disciple-
ship classes on purity. Commitment 
cards are signed not only by partici-
pating students, but also by parents, 
the senior pastor and youth pastor. 
Parents take turns in front of a mi-
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Christian students display the purity rings they wear to promote abstinence.
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Lakita Garth-Wright addresses 
students in Los Angeles.

Crestine Hauser photo



12  www.tpe.ag.org   feb • 19 •  06   tpe

crophone commending their child 
for taking the step and present the 
child with a purity ring.

“The ring is a symbol of personal 
accountability,” says Brian Ingle, 
28, King’s Way youth pastor. “Kids 
face a daily bombardment from 
television, billboards and school 
friends.”

At New Hope Assembly of God 
in Des Moines, Iowa, 75 middle 
and high school students recently 
filled out cards committing to ab-
stain from sexual intercourse until 
marriage. The group included some 
secondary virgins.

“If the kids don’t have virginity to 
give to their future spouse, at least 
they can make a commitment from 
this day forward,” says Jeff Hill, 
New Hope youth pastor. “Just be-
cause they made a mistake doesn’t 
mean they have to live in defeat.”

Obviously a key component for 
the program to work is young peo-
ple who are true to their word, says 
Hill, 38. But just as important, he 
says, is for adults and peers to hold 
the signatories responsible.

“By making a commitment in 
front of the whole church, they 
know there is a support system 
behind them that will pray for and 
encourage them,” Hill says.

PURITY IS POSSIBLE
Garth-Wright says she deter-

mined at age 11 to stay a vir-
gin until she wed. She kept her 
promise. In August, Lakita Garth 
married Jeff Wright as a 36-year-
old virgin. In fact, Garth-Wright 
didn’t even kiss her betrothed un-
til the wedding ceremony.

It’s not that men haven’t been 
attracted to Garth-Wright, a for-
mer Miss Black California.

“Nine times out of ten when a 
man I met found out I’m a mo-
tivational speaker on abstinence 
the reaction has been, ‘It was re-
ally nice to meet you,’” she says. 
“This shows they really weren’t 

It’s important  

for youth pastors 

— and parents — 

to revisit the issue 

every few months, 

discussing related 

topics such as 

choosing friends 

wisely and setting 

dating limits.
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interested in me.”
Sometimes, says Chima, those 

who make the commitment to sec-
ondary virginity are more serious 
than those who never have suc-
cumbed to intercourse. “If they’re 
already in that lifestyle, it’s hard to 
get out of it,” she says.

“Physically, of course, they can’t 
regain their virginity,” Chima says. 
“But emotionally, spiritually, rela-
tionally and mentally they can start 
a new lifestyle, and that takes quite 
a commitment.”

Berridge co-founded Wait 4 Him 
five years ago. The annual event 
now attracts 400 girls. Berridge, 
40, believes that girls who have lost 
their sexual innocence can enter 
marriage as a “born-again virgin.” 
She speaks from experience.

After her father died, Berridge at 
13 began a four-year sexual rela-

tionship with her boyfriend. After 
their break-up, she descended into a 
series of sexual experiences, alcohol 
and illegal drugs. By age 24, she had 
been divorced twice. 

Then she became a Christian.
Now she has been married for 

15 years. She and her husband, 
George, had a one-year courtship 
during which they remained chaste.

“I truly felt like a virgin when I 
walked down that aisle,” Berridge 
says. tpe 
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