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At present, it appears that the only way we can sell sexuality education is by problematizing the behavior of young people, as if young people are different today than they were during the 1950s, ‘60s or ‘70s.  Rather than discussing the positive reasons to support sexuality education so that young people can lead healthy sexual lives, current programs emphasize the negative, obsessing over the dangers of teen sexuality and pregnancy. 

Many focus on the role of parents.  In doing so, they ignore the fact that some parents may not want to talk to their children about sex, nor are they always the best people to do so.  In fact, many will tell their children not to have sex, which may be about as useful as the abstinence-only-until-marriage programs.  

Others focus on the role of faith-based schools.  Where these schools are completely independent from the government and do not accept government funds, the government should not have a mandate over the type of education that is administered. However, where taxpayer money is used, then taxpayers should decide what type of curriculum is implemented. And while some secularists disagree with the autonomy of faith schools, it must be said that neither extreme—forcing faith schools to teach comprehensive sexuality education or forcing public schools to conform to religious ideologies—are beneficial to parents or students.

We believe in comprehensive sexuality education.  Young people need to know about sex and relationships to lead full and healthy sexual lives. Sex and relationships education should never be framed in the context of fear; rather, we need a growth-centered curriculum that helps young people become healthy adults. Sex and relationships education needs to be fact-based and evidence-based. And certainly for Catholics, sex and relationships education can and should be values based.

It will be no surprise to many of you that the church hierarchy disagrees with this outlook on sexuality education.  In fact, the hierarchy would prefer abstinence to be the beginning, middle and end of sexuality education.  For centuries, the hierarchy of the Catholic church has denounced all things sexual and sexuality education is no exception.

 Before trying to get into the psyche of the hierarchy, it must first be noted that the hierarchy’s views on sex are, by and large, quite different from ordinary churchgoers.

A recent poll by Catholics for Choice found that in the United States—and these numbers are reflected around the world—six in ten American Catholics oppose requiring high school sex education programs to teach abstinence-only education. It will not surprise you to know that another poll found that 97 percent of sexually active Catholic women have used a form of contraception banned by the church hierarchy. A poll by the US bishops themselves found that only a paltry 11 percent of all Americans support a total ban on abortion. And despite what the pope says, Catholics around the world support condom use as prolife because it helps prevent the spread of HIV and AIDS, including 90 percent of Catholics in Mexico, 86 percent of Catholics in Ireland, 79 percent of Catholics in the United States and 77 percent of Catholics in the Philippines.

From Poland to Portugal and the Philippines to Pittsburgh in the United States, we see that Catholics are thinking and acting for themselves and their families. And, as good

Catholics, we are perfectly within our rights to do so.

These numbers show that the hierarchy’s attitude towards sex reflects neither the wants nor the needs of ordinary churchgoing Catholics, or non-Catholics for that matter. Rather, it reflects an ideology built on a history of unfortunate accidents—an ideology built by white, celibate men. It reflects the good, albeit misguided, intentions of some to devise a doctrine on sex that would bring Catholics closer to God. It reflects the bad intentions of a few to assert control over the private lives of Catholics and non-Catholics alike. It also reflects an unwillingness to change once-relevant doctrine and thought to respond to the needs, knowledge and scientific facts of our modern world.
Let’s start, as they say, at the beginning. 

Throughout history, the story of Adam and Eve has been interpreted and reinterpreted by theologians, academics, believers and nonbelievers. And while the various interpretations could be debated for years, there is certainly no debate about the impact this story has had, especially in relation to sex and the Catholic church.

While many proponents of sex-negative ideologies, including the church hierarchy, now point to biblical stories like that of Adam and Eve for support, the history of sex and the Catholic church reveals that church teaching related to sex was, more often than not, based on temporal issues, not on biblical passages. It has far more to do with church politics than divine inspiration.

Fast forward a bit to the time of Jesus.  Jesus and his followers were Jewish.  As such, many scholars assume that he embodied the sex-positive views of ancient Judaism (who thought that heaven consisted of “sunshine, sex and Sabbath”).  Some even suggest that Jesus pushed the sexual envelope, as it were, quoting passages from the Bible that show Jesus in close and unconventional quarters with members of the opposite sex.  

While the details of the actual lived experience during Jesus’ time is uncertain, a book of stories is often attributed to this time period.  Interestingly, as now all of Christianity seems focused on sex and sexuality, these stories—commonly known as the Gospels—very seldom mention anything on the topic.   

The sex-negative ideologies not found in the Bible are found in the texts of Plato and Socrates - who valued abstinence above all other forms of sexual expressions, the Council of Elvira – which established clerical celibacy and denounced prostitution, adultery and like, and St. Augustine and St. Thomas Aquinas – who asserted that the sole moral justification for sex was procreation.  
The church got so wrapped up in these mentalities that in the 1200s married couples were to abstain from sex on the following days:

-
Thursdays in memory of the arrest of Jesus

-
Fridays in memory of the death of Jesus

-
Saturdays in honor of the Virgin Mary

-
Sundays in honor of the resurrection

-
Mondays to remember the departed soul

-
40 days before Christmas, Pentecost and Easter

These restrictions, designed by celibate male clergy, left only 61 days in which marital intercourse was deemed acceptable.

Move past the Reformation (where Luther and his gang left the church in part due to these sex-negative ideas) and we have over 100 years of encyclical after encyclical denouncing sex.  

1930’s Casti connubii declared that the primary purpose of marriage was the propagation of life.  In 1968, Pope Paul VI confirmed the prohibition of contraception in Humanae Vitae. 

In 1975, the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith put out a whole declaration on certain questions concerning sexual ethics.  On sexuality education, it reads: “Whether it be a question of artistic or literary works, public entertainment or providing information, each individual in his or her own domain must show tact, discretion, moderation and a true sense of values.  In this way, far from adding to the growing permissiveness of behavior, each individual will contribute towards controlling it and even towards making the moral climate of society more wholesome.”

1979-1984 brought a series of lecture on marriage and sex by Pope John Paul II.  The series, which is the quintessential “soft sell” for the Vatican’s antiquated beliefs on sex, is now known as the Theology of the Body. 

1986 saw a letter on the “pastoral” care of homosexual persons which starts to move the idea that homosexuals are evil to the idea that acts of homosexuality are intrinsically evil.

In 1996, The Pontifical Council for the Family produced “ The Truth and meaning of human sexuality: Guidelines for education within the family.”  These guidelines suggest that the “years of innocence (from age 5 to puberty)…must never be disturbed by unnecessary information about sex.”

After all this writing and pandering, here’s what the bishops haven’t been telling us: Church teachings on moral decision-making and sexuality are complex and Catholicism inherently maintains all that is needed for sex-positive teaching.
At the heart of church teachings on moral matters is a deep regard for an individual’s conscience. The Catechism states that “a human being must always obey the certain judgment of his conscience.” The church takes conscience so seriously that Richard McBrien, in his essential study Catholicism, explained that even in cases of a conflict with the moral teachings of the church, Catholics “not only may but must follow the dictates of conscience rather than the teachings of the Church.”

Casual disagreement is not sufficient grounds for ignoring moral teachings. Catholics are obliged to know and consider thoughtfully Catholic teaching. Catholics believe that “the Church…is a major resource of…moral direction and leadership. It is the product of centuries of experience, crossing cultural, national, and continental lines.” But in the end, a well-formed conscience reigns.
Equally important is church teaching on respect and human dignity. Belief in the inherent dignity of every person is the foundation of all Catholic social teaching. However, as Catholics, we believe that humans are both sacred and social. This means that only in healthy and respectful relationships with others do we discover the dignity within ourselves.

Using these two teachings alone as guidance, Catholics can, in good conscience while upholding the respect and dignity of others engage in healthy sexual activity and maintain a positive, values-based attitude towards sex.
There is no doubt that many in the church hierarchy globally are behind the times when it comes to teachings on sex. All the while, they are sitting on important church teachings which provide for a positive, healthy outlook on sex and sexuality.

Luckily, churchgoing Catholics around the world are already following their consciences. Catholics are using contraception, exercising a right to choose, masturbating, having sex outside and inside of marriage, living blessed lives as LGBT people as well as allowing their children to receive quality comprehensive sexuality and relationships education.

Time will tell when the church hierarchy releases its fear-filled death grip on antiquated church teachings on sex and begins to respond to the health needs and desires of all people. Until then, good Catholic sex and sexual decision making is happening all around you. Take a look and see.

