Catholic understanding of Human Sexuality
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Inadequate Theories:

1. Human Sexuality as evil

Historically Gnostic heresies, especially Manicheanism, Albigensianism, and Jansenism affected Christianity. According to Gnosticism the spiritual realities, including soul is created by the good principle and the material realities, including the human body is created by an evil principle. Sexuality as associated with body is then basically evil. Sometimes even child bearing itself was rejected by them as it perpetuates human involvement in materiality.

St. Augustine: the stress on sinful aspects due to his earlier connection with the Manichees. (Even a husband and wife committed a venial sin by having sex; original sin passed on through sex)

St. Thomas Aquinas: Body- soul distinction reinforced fears of the body and of sexuality. (influenced characterization of the human genitals in some moral manuals as our “dishonest” parts.)

Influence of French Jansenism to develop negative ideas and fears about sexuality especially among Protestants. (Quaint customs e.g. in puritan New England, parents were advised to put bells under the beds of their teenage sons so that they can detect and stop masturbation by their sons. Early 20th century electronic device was marketed to replace the bell!; In some Catholic seminaries paddles were provided for the students to tuck their shirts in). It is found that religious hang-ups about sexuality are involved in many occurrences of sexual dysfunction (e.g. frigidity and impotence) and the difficulty to relate warmly and openly and confidently.

· praised celibacy: from religion of love to religion of chastity

· Interpreted the Bible wrongly: Body and sex as bad because i) Adam and Eve hid their sexual organs ii) John the Baptist, Paul, Jesus are unmarried shows that renouncing sex is the only way to live a better, spiritual life iii) Mary is a Virgin shows God’s preference for no-sex

· Out of 174 official saints in the calendar, 170 are unmarried.

· Priests to remain unmarried

· Unmarried monks were to flee from women like the plague

· Married couples were instructed to stay away from sexual intercourse three days before  receiving communion on Sundays. (“Thank God, it’s Monday!”)

2. Stress on Physical Aspects of Human Sexuality.

A sound theory of human sexuality must relate sexuality to every level of human existence. Throughout history an excessive physicalism has often hindered the development of sound approaches to human sexuality. Gnostic dualism saw sexuality as exclusively physical and so essentially evil. Christian thought though rejected the idea of sexuality as evil the tendency to interpret sexuality as exclusively physical phenomenon was hard to overcome. The overly physical approaches to human sexuality fall into two main categories, procreationism and sex for physical fun. (Cf. pp.9-11).

Though procreation has an important role, sexuality cannot be limited to that meaning. The theme of covenant love includes number of values.

The systems that stress on the physical or sensual pleasure are also one-sided. (They give rise to how-to-do-it sex manuals, and sex-for-pleasure-only approach in our times in the world of Playboy magazine where women are on about the same level as the cars, stereo sets etc., featuring in it). While the physical pleasures of sexuality are a great good, these pleasures cannot be so stressed that we miss the larger or wholistic vision of sexuality.

3. Overly Romantic theories

Sexuality profoundly enters into our emotional and affective lives and greatly deepens and enriches our interpersonal relationships especially in the relationship of man and woman in marriage. However, the sexual enrichment of human relationships and personality is by no means limited to marital relationships alone. But there is the danger that these dimensions can be taken out of the context of the inherent procreative and societal aspects of sexuality, leaving us with a narrow and overly romantic view of human sexuality.

4. Societal theories

Society at large is closely related to the total dynamics of human sexuality and has legitimate concerns about how human sexuality is expressed. In particular, society needs stable families. Increasing breakdown of family life in our era is crating a variety of emotional and psychological problems that redound to the detriment of society as a whole. Thus a comprehensive theory of human sexuality cannot forget the societal aspects of sexuality. But it cannot so predominate that sexuality’s physical and personal dimensions are slighted. Arranged marriages, compulsory sterilization, genetic screening out of undesirable human beings would be societal institutionalisation of sexuality that prejudice sexuality’s personal dimensions. 

The religious dimension of human sexuality opens us up to the holy and wonderful mystery of God. This religious mystery dimension is perhaps the greatest reason why human sexuality must be seen wholistically.

Catholic theology of human sexuality

1. Human sexuality is a profound good 

It is a great good given by God to human persons as part of creation. “In the beginning, he created them; male and female he created them.” (Gen 1.27). 

The Judaeo-Christian tradition is committed in its most primary roots to the fact that one God made the whole world and made it to be good. Human sexuality is in no way an exception to it. “Human Sexuality is thus a good, part of that created gift which God saw as being ‘very good’, when he created the human person in his image and likeness, and ‘male and female he created them’ (Gen 1.27)” (Truth and Meaning… no.11) 

In Christianity, we believe that Christ took on the fullness of humanity, and sexuality was not left out of the Incarnation.

In a sinful world all of God’s gifts can be misused and sexuality was also subject to such misuse.

2. Sexuality as related all levels of Personality

“Sexuality is not something purely biological, rather it concerns the intimate nucleus of the person. The use of sexuality as physical giving has its own truth and reaches its full meaning when it expresses the personal giving of man and woman even unto death.” (Truth and Meaning… n.3)

“Sexuality is a fundamental component of personality, one of its modes of being, of manifestation, of communicating with others, of feeling, of expressing and of living human love.” (ibid, 10)

“sexuality characterises man and woman not only on the physical level, but also on the psychological and spiritual , making its mark on each of their expressions.” (ibid, 13)

The gift of sexuality touches human persons on all levels of their existence. It is a basic or ontological determinant of human existence and personality. We always exist and function as sexed persons; at no time is our sexuality not a part of us. It touches us on the 

· Physical level profoundly affecting our biological and physiological processes. 

· Psychological and emotional level

· Spiritual, religious, aesthetic nature

· Social relationships: our personal relationships and our interaction with the structures and needs of society as a whole.

Thus human sexuality is a fundamental modality of the manner in which we relate to ourselves, to all other people, and to God. The gift o human sexuality is a wholistic or comprehensive gift.

3. Responsible Relationship

We view sexuality as a comprehensive good touching all levels of human existence. But no one ever has or ever will completely integrate all the aspects of human sexuality. We are pilgrims and so sexuality is a legitimate and ongoing moral concern. Asceticism and self-restraint in the area of sexuality will continue to be a need for us as human pilgrims who do not have our lives completely together.

The key question for us might be: how do I use my God-given gift of sexuality so as to relate most responsibly to myself, to others (both individually and societally), and to the holy mystery of God. Scripture and Dogmas (of incarnation and Trinity) assert the importance of the category of responsible relationship.

The mystery of Incarnation is to be complemented in Christian anthropology also by two other elements: our Sinfulness and of our call to be sharers in the Resurrection of Christ.

“As with the whole of person’s life, love is exposed to the frailty brought about by original sin, a frailty experienced today in many socio-cultural contexts marked by strong negative influences, at times deviant and traumatic.” (Truth and Meaning… n.3)

“The whole meaning of true freedom, and self-control which follows from it, is thus directed towards self-giving in communion and friendship with God and with others.” (ibid,  no.8)

4. Expression of Love

“Love is a gift of God, nourishes by and expressed in the encounter of man and woman. Love is thus a positive force directed towards their growth in maturity as persons. In the plan of life which represents each person’s vocation, love is also a precious source for the self-giving which all men and women are called t make for their own self-realization and happiness.” (Truth and Meaning… no.3)

“Love is the fundamental and innate vocation of every human being.” (ibid. no.8)

“The human body, with its sex, and its masculinity and femininity, seen in the very mystery of creation, is not only a source of fruitfulness and procreation, as in the whole natural order, but includes right ‘from the beginning’ the ‘nuptial’ attribute, that is, the capacity of expressing love: that love precisely in which the man-person becomes a gift and – by means of this gift – fulfils the very meaning of his being and existence. Every form of love will always bear this masculine and feminine character.” (ibid, no.10)

“Sexuality, oriented, elevated and integrated by love acquires truly human quality.” (ibid, no. 11)

As we profess Christianity, our lives should be spent in the effort to grow and relate to others in a loving way. Sexual expression, whatever it may involve, must be an externalisation of love; it must be love-in-action. 

“Married love becomes a power which enriches persons and makes them grow and, at the same time, it contributes to building up the civilization of love. But when the sense and meaning of gift is lacking in sexuality, a “civilization of things and not of persons” takes over, “a civilization in which persons are used in the same way as things are used. In the context of a civilization of use, woman can become an object for man, children a hindrance to parents.” (Truth… no. 11)

Explicit physical sexual relationships should be a way of expressing love, but they are not the only way, nor the way for all tomes, places, and people. We must be loving always, and we cannot avoid being sexual in our relationships, but we simply are not always engaged in, nor desirous of, explicit genital or physical sexual unions. 

The love revealed by Christ is a demanding love… it is a love which respects and builds up the person because “Love is true when it creates the good of persons and of communities; it creates that good and gives it to others.” (cf ibid, no.9)

5. Body and Soul unity (Embodied Spirit)

Platonism: human being is essentially spirit: What is spiritual is good, but that limits the spirit is evil. Insofar as the body is not spirit and thus limits the individual as spirit, the body is evil. Plato refers to the body as the prison of the human spirit. Sexuality is perceived as a function of the evil body. By way of Augustine, Christianity absorbed a good bit of the Platonic fear and suspicion with regard to the human body and sexuality.

Aristotelianism and Thomism agree in affirming that there is an essential interplay of body and spirit in the human person. The individual is not simply a spirit enslaved in a body; rather, the individual is an embodied spirit, an ensouled body. Both body and spirit are essential to the person. 

“In fact, man is called to love as an incarnate spirit, that is soul and body in the unity of the person. Human love hence embraces the body, and body also expresses spiritual love.” (Truth and Meaning… no.3, 10)

“As an incarnate spirit, that is , a soul which expresses itself in a body and a body informed by an immortal spirit, an is called to love in his unified totality. Love includes the human body, and body is made a sharer in spiritual love.” (ibid, no. 13)

6. Finality of Sexuality

St. Thomas primarily identifies the biological or physical dimension; As the faculty of sight is for seeing, speech is for talking, sex is for procreation. It was seen as an expression of the natural order of things. It constituted a part of the so-called natural law. Deliberately to exclude this purpose from the use or expression of one’s sexual faculty was regarded as a violation of the natural law. The idea of the natural law is probably the single most influential factor shaping the understanding of sexuality in traditional Roman Catholic thinking and teaching. 

Since procreation was thus regarded as the basic purpose of sexuality, it was seen as necessary that children should be properly prepared for and provided with a suitable atmosphere for growth. 

This way of thinking was also guided by the imperfect knowledge of biology. Only in the late 17th century was discovered sperm. It was believed that only male element was the active one in reproduction. For new life to occur, it was thought that the seed only had to be planted in the fertile spot provided by the female. This explains to the a great extent the importance given to human semen (semen contained the new human being in miniature form – homunculus.

In 1875 only Oscar Hertwig showed that fertilization is effected by the union of the nuclei of ovum and sperm which meant that woman is not fertile during the greater part of her cycle and thus that not every act of intercourse includes the possibility of procreation.

Today there is a lot of criticism of the natural-law thinking regarding sexuality like:

i) Not enough attention being paid to the affective and psychological dimension of sex which are just as real as the physical.

ii) Physical sex act is seen too much in isolation from the person who places the act.

iii) Too close a connection is predicated between every sex act and procreation.

In general, the tendency today is to move toward personalism and away from physicalism i.e., we tend to see the sex act in the context of the person who placed the act, and we do not wish to make our moral evaluations of a particular sex act on the basis simply of the structure of the physical act itself.

Vatican II noted the dual ends of sexuality as procreation and the education of children and the fostering of love between spouses.

“Insofar as it is a way of relating and being open to others, sexuality has love as its intrinsic end, more precisely, love, as donation and acceptance, love as giving and receiving.” ( Truth… no. 11)

7. Sexual Sins

To observe the natural law in the area of sexuality means that we must express ourselves in physical sexual way what will not interfere with, or prohibit, the attainment of the natural goal of procreation. For the medievalists it meant the depositing of semen by the male in the vagina of the female.

On the basis of biological understanding of the natural law, two categories of sin or evil were distinguished: i) sins against nature, where this natural process does not occur: masturbation, sodomy, fellatio, cunnilingus, contraception and bestiality ii) sins according to nature where the biological or natural structure is observed, but distinctively human aspects of sexuality are violated: fornication, adultery, rape and incest (in these there is no regard for the well being of the child).

8. Relationship between Genital and Affective Dimensions
There is more to the human person than biology. There is more to the human person than genital pleasure. There can be impersonal and inhuman genital sex in marriage and hence an exploitation. In human beings sexuality is far more deeply rooted and more pervasive than genital expression. Sexuality grounds our capacity to love and reveals God’s intention that we find our true humanity in interpersonal relationships. What is necessary for sexual and human fulfilment is “not simply the occasional use of someone’s genitals” but the establishment of relationships with others precisely as persons. The social or affective dimension shows itself in the human capacity to relate to others with emotional warmth, compassion and tenderness. All of these human qualities are rooted in sexuality and are true expressions of it, but they are not specifically genital in nature or focus. When we act as loving individuals, we are acting as sexual beings, but we are not necessarily involved genitally. Genital relationships are no guarantee for a sense of intimacy. On the other hand intimacy is possible without genital expression.

It is not unusual to find that to the extent that the affective qualities are undeveloped and unappreciated, we tend to become preoccupied with the genital or physical aspects of our sexuality. It is easy to confuse the need for genital sex with the need for sexual identity, for self-acceptance, need for closeness. Rollo May makes the point that “for human beings the more powerful need is not for sex, per se, but for relationships, intimacy, acceptance, and affirmation.” If our highest human needs go unrecognised and remain unmet, no satisfaction of our physical sexual needs is likely to result in a sense of human fulfilment. The key to keeping the physical or genital dimension of a relationship in proper perspective is to develop the affective dimension of sexuality.

“One desires the good of the other because he or she is recognized as worthy of being loved. This is a love which generates communion between persons, because each considers the good of the other as his or her own good… Each person is called to love as friendship and self-giving.” (Truth and Meaning. No.9)

9. Chastity

“The Lord’s redemption has made the positive practice of chastity into something that is really possible and a motive for joy, both for those who have the vocation to marriage as well as for those who have the gift of a special calling to the consecrated life.” (Truth and Meaning… no. 3)

“Chastity is not to be understood as a repressive attitude. On the contrary, chastity should be understood rather as the purity and temporary stewardship of a precious and rich gift of love, in view of the self-giving realized in each person’s specific vocation. Chastity is thus that “spiritual energy capable of defending love from the perils of selfishness and aggressiveness, and able to advance it towards ifs full realization.”

Chastity means the successful integration of sexuality within the person and thus the inner unity of man in his bodily and spiritual being.” (Truth and Meaning… no.4)

“Chastity cannot exist as a virtue without the capacity to renounce self, to make sacrifices and to wait.” (no.5)

Healthy Sexuality (Manley Model)

The five parts of healthy sexuality:

1. Sexual Personhood

- It is the state of being a sexual human being, simply through existence, exclusive of behaviour. It begins with conception and is affected by psychological programming within the family of origin and other networks of life. Components of sexual personhood include chromosomal and anatomical gender, gender assignment, gender identity, self-image, the positive or negative outcome of sexualising experiences, gender orientation, and identity of sexual mate preference.

2. Sexual Relationships/Attachments

It involves: 1) primary sexual relationships: significant other, mate, spouse or partner 2) secondary sexual relationships: others to which we have moderate, sometimes enduring attachments often involving emotional feelings but do not engage in genital expressions 3) tertiary sexual relationships: those other persons or situations to which we have temporary or distant attachments. 

3. Sexual Behaviours:

“doing side” rather than the “being” side.

- purpose: for procreation, for recreation, for bonding

- where in the continuum from aversive to immersive, from avoidance to overindulgence, from sexual anorexia to sexual bingeing

4. Sexual Physical/ Biological Capabilities

- sexual responsiveness, reproduction, physical maturity, and changes associated with physical or surgical alterations to our bodies.

- The genetic, biological hormonal factors that influence our sexual response

5. Sexual Spirituality

The connection with the power greater than ourselves which gives energy, sustenance, and nurture.

Value and meaningfulness: the position of love in one’s life, the miracle of existence, the development and affirmation of sexual grace.

Sexual Maturity for the Celibates: Six Dimensions of Development:

1. Physical: the genetic, biological hormonal factors; sexual stirrings, urges, desires, and physical reactions.

2. Cognitive: Accurate and adequate sexual knowledge

3. Emotional: Being “at home” with our body

4. Social: capacity for friendship and intimacy; ability to feel close to people, and express closeness as well as to have a sense of boundaries.

5. Moral: behaviours congruent with life commitment

6. Spiritual: affirming the presence of God and the sacred in sexual feelings.

Four qualities or “marks of health”

1. emerging self-awareness: a sense of being a separate self. Self-awareness unfolds through our early experiences of bodily exploration and gender identity. It flowers in adolescence as we struggle with dependency and autonomy on our road to claiming our individuality.

2. responsible freedom The innate drive to choose our own way – to decide our relationships, our values, our career, and the manner in which we express our sexual energy- is one of the most distinctive marks of being human. We begin to learn that freedom is not just spontaneity; it is also responsibility for the implications of our decisions. It implies that we follow an ethical vision in the ways that we choose to express our sexuality.

3. developing creativity: When self-awareness and freedom converge, the human outcome is creativity – the capacity for renewing and reshaping creation. When we are young we invent words, give birth to dreams, nurture feelings, and create fantasies; As we grow into adulthood, our lives become productive through our work and in the ways that we help build a more just and peaceful world. It can deepen still further to become generative, a life-enhancing quality that flows from our inner being as human person.

4. deepening capacity for intimacy: the ability to relate – to connect physically, emotionally, and spiritually. Bonding with mother, with playmates, siblings, team, falling in love, romantic feelings, capacity to share mutually are expressions of intimacy.

These qualities and dimensions provide a framework for self-assessment. Today people come with variety of growth issues, with lack of connection and integration among various dimensions. Some operate in an early stage of moral development. They blindly obey external laws about sexuality without internally appropriating the meaning and values behind the laws.

Emotional maturity is a challenge for many, usually due to a pattern of denial of feelings or a traumatic relationship in childhood. Their affective needs are often dismissed and their capacity for emotional warmth, tenderness and compassion is limited. Emotional maturity is one of the major contributory processes in personality integration, in the unfolding of emotional and sexual relationships, finding responsible fulfilment in work or a profession and in cultivating friendly social contacts. (Livingston’s continuum – non-assertive, assertive and aggressive sexuality)

Sexual Identity: comprised of three dimensions: gender identity, sexual orientation and sexual intention. Gender identity is the first to form. A child develops a sense of being a boy or girl by the middle or end of the third year of life based on repetitive labelling process underway since birth. A transsexual (a woman in man’s body)  and a transvestite (wearing women’s clothing) lack masculine gender-identity.

Orientation refers to the gender of persons or mental images of persons that attract and provoke sexual arousal. One is heteroerotic, homoerotic, or bierotic.

Sexual intention – what a person actually wants to do with a sexual partner – constitutes the third dimension of sexual identity. Conventional sexual intentions include kissing, caressing, and genital union, which are mutually pleasurable to consenting adults. Unconventional sexual intentions include sadism, masochism, exhibitionism, voyeurism, rape, and paedophilia. Erotic intention refers to the intarapsychic fantasy aspects (attractions, fantasies, dreams). Behavioural intention refers to what would actually be acted out. Conventional erotic and behavioural sexual intentions reveal a person’s health in seeking peaceable mutuality and tenderness. Unconventional sexual intentions reveal raw or disguised aggression toward self and other persons. Severe unconventional intentions ought to raise red flags in a candidate. 

Dr. John Money has coined the term “lovemap” as another way of speaking about sexual intention. It is a developmental representation in the mind and is dependent on input through the senses. It depicts a person’s idealized lover and what, as a pair, they do together in the idealized, romantic, erotic and sexualised relationship.

One has to embrace and accept his identity as it is. It may mean acknowledging a homosexual orientation, some homosexual attraction or homophobia. The question is whether one can make a lifelong commitment to celibate chastity and experience this lifestyle in a healthy and life-giving manner. 

A person is either egosyntonic or egodystonic in his sexual identity. The former state is one of being accepting, comfortable, and at peace with his sexual identity. The later state is one of being uncomfortable and unaccepting of his sexual identity. One has to resolve any internal conflicts, guilt, shame, anxiety or dissatisfaction concerning his sexual identity. Persons who are egodystonic should not make a commitment to celibacy or marriage. 
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