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Catholic Church’s approach to aspects of sexuality and sexual activity

“In the context of a culture which seriously distorts or entirely misinterprets the true meaning of human sexuality, because it separates it from its essential reference to the person, the Church more urgently feels how irreplaceable is her mission of presenting sexuality as a value and task of the whole person, created male and female in the image of God.”



[Familiaris Consortio, §32]

In this chapter a range of issues are discussed in order to present the Catholic Church’s approach to complex questions concerning sexuality and sexual activity.

This necessary selectivity does not imply that other issues are not considered similarly important: a more comprehensive document than the present one might helpfully discuss violent abuse against women and sexual harassment, pornography, the cultural construction of gender, and so on.

Sexual activity outside marriage

There are many ways of expressing love for another, and the appropriate physical expressions of love become more intense and intimate as a relationship deepens.  People who have only just met may shake hands; family members and close friends may kiss and hug.  We have a sense (though it naturally differs across cultures) of what is appropriate to each relationship, of what different gestures symbolise in our relationships with others.  We might well cringe if someone is insincere or “over the top”.
In our own society, when you kiss a close friend you are not simply saying that you like him or her, you are also expressing love, trust, loyalty and respect.  The body expresses the whole person – reason, emotions, spirit, feelings and sexuality.  As Christians, we believe further that human relationships should reflect the loving relationship of the Trinity.  God is reflected in human love.  It follows, therefore, that just as a sincere kiss is an outward sign of close friendship, the sincere sexual act signifies more than simply physical desire.  The gift of the body in a sexual relationship expresses the gift of the whole person.  It involves the good of the whole person [Gaudium et Spes, §49].  It means that “I give myself completely to you for life, for better or worse, in sickness and in health…” and it expresses the total commitment of marriage.  However, in 
our present society, it often seems that sexual love means much less than that: “I think I love you”, “I want to know if we’re going to be right for each other”, even “We can have fun together” or “I want to be with you tonight”.
Since making love sexually implies unconditional gift of self, then doing so on other terms is dishonest and morally wrong; it lacks respect both for the people involved and the act itself.  Such a diminishment can apply even within marriage, if the partners are not living out the commitment they have made to each other or if a more extended mutual self-giving is lacking.  This clearly applies when there is sexual activity without any commitment, sometimes even without any real relationship. The sign value of the bodily act is defective, and the act has become separated from its meaning.  That meaning is not arbitrary, but arises from the nature of human beings and from the nature of human relationships.  There is growing awareness in our culture that the search for happiness through casual sex is fruitless: real and lasting sexual happiness is to be found only within marriage, in a real relationship, which is permanent and faithful.  What is more, such relationships are the best setting in which children can be brought up.  That is the context in which sexual relationships find their true meaning and fulfil their purpose.  Sex without any commitment or real relationship is very far from the self-giving that enriches the whole person.  Abusive sex (that is, sex which intrinsically negates love and respect) is more destructive still.  Sex outside marriage, between a couple who have made a genuine commitment to each other, might express a truly loving relationship but, in the Catholic view, it still lacks the completeness of permanent love which marriage represents.  In other words, such sexual union does not entail unconditional, timeless, self-giving and it therefore falls short of the true nature of that union.  In the current cultural climate, which inevitably reaches into Christian homes like any others, young people may find if difficult to recognise the essential connection between sex, love, marriage and children; but to understand this connection is fundamental to their prospects of learning to love deeply as they themselves have been loved.

Responsible parenthood
“For just reasons, spouses may wish to space the births of their children…  When it is a question of harmonising married love with 
the responsible transmission of life, the morality of the behaviour does not depend on sincere intention and evaluation of motives alone; but it must be determined by objective criteria, criteria drawn from the human person and his acts, criteria that respect the total meaning of mutual self-giving and human procreation in the context of true love; this is possible only if the virtue of married chastity is practised with sincerity of heart.”

         [Catechism of the Catholic Church, §2368







                   (Gaudium et Spes §51)]
Becoming a parent is a profound commitment and one that should be taken, consciously and responsibly, within marriage.  As Pope John Paul points our in ‘Familiaris Consortio’ [§14], the self-giving love between husband and wife does not end with the couple, because it makes them “co-operators with God for giving life to a new human person”.  Their children are “reflection of their love”, just as they reflect God’s love.  The Church’s teaching that the total self-giving between a man and woman should only take place within the permanent union of marriage means that they should refrain from sexual intercourse until they have entered, freely and deliberately, into that unconditional and lasting commitment to each other.
Married couples may decide, “for just reasons” (see above), to space the births of their children.  Young people should be made aware that the Church teaches that natural methods of family planning respect both the vocation to parenthood and the dignity and welfare of the married couple.  Both partners have an equal role in taking the decision, both are responsible for it, both share the consequences.  In addition, it is now increasingly recognised by some in the medical profession that natural methods of family planning may well be preferable to other methods on health grounds, since they are seen as working in harmony with the human body rather than interfering with its normal functions.  Conversely, however, children must always been seen as a gift from God.  They are not a right and attempts to dissociate the conception of a new life from being the fruit of a specific act of sexual intercourse between husband and wife through, for example, In Vitro Fertilisation or surrogacy, are morally unacceptable.
There is another issue which must be addressed: it is evident that a significant proportion of teenagers and young adults (including Catholics) 
are in fact sexually active, often in fleeting relationships and unplanned situations.  It is to all teenagers and young adults, and not to those who are committed to chaste love, that attention needs to be given.  What guidance are Catholic educators to offer to sexually active young people?  If they can be helped to understand the Church’s teaching on the wholeness of bodily acts and their true meaning and purpose, they may well be willing to accept advice to cease this activity.  But what if they are at present unwilling (for whatever reason) to accept and live by this teaching immediately?  What if one or both of their parents are involved in extra-marital relationships, so that moral prohibitions lack a credible context in their family experience?
First, they need to be made aware that, whatever the pressures put on them by their own family circumstances, by their friends or the media, they are not obliged to have a sexual relationship. We all have a God-given freedom, which enables us to choose between good and evil.  We are created free in order to act in truth and love, and we are each morally responsible for the choices we make. Freedom can be misused.  Our actions can be counter to Love and Truth and, therefore, sinful.  Moreover, irresponsible use of our freedom leads us to undermine our own and others’, happiness.  Therefore, while young people are responsible for determining their own behaviour, including their sexual activity, they must also take responsibility for their decisions and actions – including their impact on the lives of others – and need to be helped to recognise that extra-marital sexual activity is morally wrong.  Young people need to know that contraception, in the short term, is not reliable, with each method bringing its own problems and risks.  Importantly, they need to be aware that some contraceptives may not, in fact, work to prevent contraception, but rather effect the early abortion of a newly conceived life.  They also need to know of the long-term health risks arising from sexual promiscuity as well as those arising from the use of chemical contraceptives.
Ideally, young people should learn about the harmful effects of contraception from their parents – or, if necessary, from other educators – within the context of preparation for marriage and responsible parenthood, including natural family planning.  However, when a parent or a teacher becomes aware that a teenager is already sexually active, both the decision of the teenager and the response of the educator have to be considered.  As has been said above, whatever the social or personal pressures, the teenager is free to choose chastity.  One cannot say that it is better for him or her to have contraceptive sex rather than unprotected sex.  One can only say that extra-marital sex is wrong because it does not reflect God’s unconditional and permanent love for us.

However, what is the parent or teacher to say if the young person remains adamant, even when urged to behave with moral integrity and responsibility?  The principle of the lesser of two evils cannot be used to advocate or justify “protected” extra-marital sexual activity – the “safe sex” approach – which is morally wrong.  As Pope John Paul points out in ‘Familiaris Consortio’ [§34], the human vocation to reflect God’s love in our relationships can never be systematically compromised.  The demands of the moral law remain valid even when a person’s capacity and freedom to fulfil them are subject to a process of growth, and cannot always be achieved immediately. With prayer, effort and God’s help and, where necessary, the Christian community’s practical support, young people will grow in their ability to respond positively and responsibly to this call.
Abortion

“Human life must be respected and protected absolutely from the moment of conception.  From the first moment of his existence, a human being must be recognised as having the rights of a person – among which is the inviolable right of every innocent being to life.”

                                              [Catechism of the Catholic Church, §2270]

The Church’s teaching on abortion is clear and unequivocal: human life must be respected and totally protected from the moment of conception.  Each human life is sacred and equal in value, and the unborn child’s right to life is fundamental and inviolable.  In particular poignant situations, those who consider the possibility of abortion may have motives that are far from selfishness or mere convenience.  As Pope John Paul notes in 
‘Evangelium Vitae’, abortion is sometimes presented as a way “to protect certain important values” such as the mother’s health or the standard of living of the family [§58].  One may readily imagine extreme circumstances where abortion is likely to seem the solution to grave problems. The putative father may be married to another woman, perhaps already with children of that marriage.  A pregnancy be may resulted from rape, or the unborn child may be physically very disabled. For some, there might appear to be subjectively worthy reasons to abort a baby in 

these circumstances, but the Church still holds that such an action lacks moral integrity. ‘Evangelium Vitae’ is unambiguous:
“…these reasons and others like them, however serious and tragic, can never justify the deliberate killing of an innocent human being”.








                           [§58]
As the Pope goes on to point out, the father of the unborn child, parents, friends, doctors, nurses, might all sometimes be guilty of putting pressure on the mother to accept an abortion.  In such cases, moral responsibility lies particularly with them.  Society too, is responsible, first by permitting abortion, still more by endorsing and encouraging it – the recent promotion of “lunch-hour” abortions is an extreme example of this – and by portraying abortion as a “solution” to a problem. The harmful physical, emotional or psychological effects of abortion on those directly involved are increasingly recognised by the medical profession.

Unmarried young people who are faced with unplanned and unwanted pregnancies will need particular support if they are to resist pressure – frequently from their families and friends – to have the baby aborted.  Young men, especially, should accept that they share responsibility for the child they have fathered.  It is crucial that parents of these young people are not harshly judgemental: not least because unmarried mothers who continue with their pregnancy will need the generous support of their families and the wider community as well as respect for their courage in accepting the lonely responsibility of the single parent.

Homosexual relationships

The Church recognises the dignity of all people.  One consequence of this fundamental Christian attitude is opposition to any tendency to define or label people in terms of sexual orientation.

“The human person, made in the image and likeness of God, can hardly be adequately described by a reductional reference to his or her sexual orientation.  Everyone living on the face of the earth has personal problems and difficulties, but has challenges to growth, strengths, talents and gifts as well.  Today, the Church provides a badly needed context for the care of the human person when she refuses to consider the person as heterosexual or homosexual and insists that every person 
has a fundamental identity: a creature of God, and by grace, his child and heir to eternal life.”

                                                  [Pastoral Care of Homosexual People, §16]
Since the Church has always taught that the genital expression of love is intended by God to find its true place in marriage, the Church cannot in any way equate a homosexual partnership with a heterosexual marriage, nor does she approve of homosexual genital acts. Homosexual relationships are now quite commonly portrayed in media “soaps” and are regularly reported in the press.  Even young children are likely to encounter such representations, and to recognise that homosexual people are treated as “different” on television, and that they sometimes suffer discrimination and hostility. Parents will therefore need to explain homosexuality to their children honestly and sensitively.  For example, children, as they grow up, should not assume that attraction towards people of the same gender necessarily indicates a homosexual tendency.
Adolescents may be drawn towards homosexuality by different factors.

“It will be the duty of the family and the teacher to seek first of all….to see if it is a question of physiological or psychological factors; if it be the result of a false education or of the lack of normal sexual evolution; if it comes from a contracted habit or from bad example….”

                                               [Educational Guidance in Human Love, §102]
They will need love, understanding and support as they pass through what is, for most, a phase on the way to maturity.  For some, though, it will be permanent inclination, the context in which they are called to live a life of love in faithfulness to God’s will.  It is important for all young people, but especially for this last group, to know from the beginning that they are loved and respected, that they are made in God’s image, that the Church firmly opposes discrimination against homosexual people, insisting instead that the intrinsic dignity of each person must always be respected in word, in action and in law.  Homosexual persons, just as heterosexual men and women, are called to chastity:

“By the virtues of self-mastery that teach them inner freedom, at times by the support of disinterested friendship, by prayer and sacramental grace, they can and should gradually and resolutely approach Christian perfection”.

                                               [Catechism of the Catholic Church §2358]

It is particularly important for Catholic schools to ensure that all pupils are treated in the same way and that homophobic bullying is treated with the same seriousness given to bullying motivated by other factors.

Masturbation

“Both the Magisterium of the Church….and the moral sense of the faithful have been in no doubt and have firmly maintained that masturbation is an intrinsically and gravely disordered action…for here sexual pleasure is sought outside of the sexual relationship which is demanded by the moral order and in which the total meaning of mutual self-giving and human procreation in the context of true love is achieved.  To form and equitable judgement about the subjects’ moral responsibility and to guide pastoral action, one must take into account the affective immaturity, force of acquired habit, conditions of anxiety or other psychological or social factors that lessen if not even reduce to a minimum, moral culpability.”

            

       [Catechism of the Catholic Church, §2352, with 1997 
                                                                                                      amendment]
Masturbation is seen by some as part of growing up, part of a gradual sexual awakening, as an instinctive human pleasure or as a comfort in times of trauma, crisis or loneliness.  Nevertheless, masturbation should be seen as immature sexual behaviour, because it is inward looking and self-centred, in contrast to mature sexual behaviour, which is about commitment and love of another.  This can become clear to young people when they appreciate the connections between sex, love, marriage and children that have been outlined above.  In this context, it is especially important to remember that advice which induces fixation and guilt about sexual failings can be unhelpful to young people’s development towards a mature and responsible sexuality.  However, young people need to understand that deliberate indulgence in masturbation is wrong.  They will best be helped to leave behind this immature behaviour by attaining increased self-esteem and richer relationships with others.

HIV/AIDS

“Life and physical health are precious gifts entrusted to us by God. We must take reasonable care of them, taking into account the needs of others and the common good.”

                                                    [Catechism, of the Catholic Church, §2288]
HIV is a virus which attacks the body’s immune system and leaves it open to a variety of diseases and infections.  Information about what the virus is and how it is transmitted should be taught to each young person at the appropriate level.  A basic knowledge of the working of the body’s immune system is required in order to understand HIV.  As part of a programme which encourages personal and collective responsibility for good health, children and young people should be taught how viruses and contagious diseases, including sexually transmitted diseases, are caught, and also how to treat people living with HIV and the illnesses which can follow from it with the respect and care due to all sick people.  In ordinary circumstances, normal hygiene procedures are adequate to protect children from HIV.  But children need to know that sharing drug-injecting equipment or having sexual intercourse with someone who may have had sex with anyone else exposes them to the risk of acquiring HIV and other dangerous viruses.  To speak as if HIV/AIDS were God’s punishment for promiscuity is untrue and grossly offensive.  Such thinking travesties the nature of God and of true human compassion as revealed in Jesus.
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