The Pastoral Problem of Masturbation


Sexuality is a fundamental component of personality, one of its modes of being, of manifestations, of communicating with others, of feeling, of expressing and living human love. It is the dimension of one’s restless heart, which earns for interpersonal communion, glimpsed and experienced to varying degrees in this life, ultimately finding oneness only in God. But it is also one of the areas where people feel vulnerable and weak. Many persons struggling with this weakness do not receive adequate spiritual and moral guidance. In some instances they are misguided, having been told that it enhances the performance of the marital act, or that it is part of the process of recovery from sexual difficulties. It is now well known that the habit of masturbation reaches into all the stages of life from infancy to old age. It is found among children, teenagers, young adults, married folk, the aged, religious, seminarians, and priests.

The word masturbation is derived from the Latin word masturbare, which means: stimulate by hand”. Masturbation is described as: “Giving oneself sexual pleasure, especially using the hand to stimulate the genitals, and often resulting in orgasm”. It has also been called self-pollution, self abuse. 
Church’s views on Masturbation

The Sacred Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith firmly confirms the Church’s consistent teaching that masturbation, when it is a freely chosen act, is seriously wrong:

. . . Both the Magisterium of the Church—in the course of a constant tradition—and the moral sense of the faithful have declared without hesitation that masturbation is an intrinsically and gravely disordered action.
    Sacred Scripture alludes to the intrinsic evil of masturbation in the Onan text in Genesis 38:8-10 and elsewhere in 1 Corinthians 6:9 and Romans 1:24. Though these texts are not explicit in their condemnation of masturbation, the Church firmly concludes: “Even if it cannot be proved that Scripture condemns this sin by name, the tradition of the Church has rightly understood it to be condemned in the New Testament when the latter speaks of impurity; ‘unchasteness’, and other vices contrary to chastity and continence.” It is important to discuss the varying levels of moral culpability when teaching this topic.

Factors Contributing to the Habit of Masturbation

The Sacred Congregation for Catholic Education in 1974 pointed out that one of the causes of masturbation was sexual imbalance, and that in education "efforts should be directed rather toward the causes than in attacking the problem directly. We will not understand why a person is burdened with this habit unless we know something about his background. From listening to people one discerns that loneliness is a prime mover, leading the individual into isolation, fantasy, and masturbation. Loneliness is usually joined with feelings of deep self-hatred and anger. When the real world is harsh and forbidding, one turns to fantasy, and when one spends much time in a fantasy world, he becomes enslaved with sexual objects (for that is the way he sees other persons, as objects). Thereafter he will flee to the unreal but pleasant world of his imagination. So often the habit of masturbation becomes compulsive, that is to say, the person is not able to control masturbatory activity in spite of great efforts to do so. Sometimes, however, the habit of masturbation is temporary and circumstantial. For example, as soon as an individual is out of a given environment, the tendency to masturbate disappears. 
Morality of Masturbatory Activity
Fr. Farraher is very exact about what constitutes grave malice in masturbation when he writes: "for a person to be formally guilty of a mortal sin of masturbation his act must be a fully deliberate choice of what he fully realizes is seriously sinful." If such an act is done with only partial realization, or partial consent of the will, it is a venial sin; and "if there is no free choice of the will there is no guilt of sin at all even if the person is aware of what he is doing." On the pastoral level one must make a distinction between the habitual masturbator and the compulsive masturbator. By definition the habitual masturbator still has control over his behaviour, refraining from such for long periods of time, and relapsing for short periods of time. Loneliness and depression are powerful factors in both men and women. In some cases, however, the person crosses the line from habit into compulsion, that is to say, they find themselves masturbating very frequently despite the use of ordinary remedies to avoid it. Then, probably, we are dealing with sexual addiction.

Masturbation as a Form of Sexual Addiction
Sexual addiction may be defined as a pseudo-relationship to a mind altering sexual experience with destructive effects upon the self, and in some instances upon others as well. The addict's relationship with a mood altering 'experience' becomes central to his life. The difference between an addict and an ordinary person is that the ordinary person can learn to moderate his/her sexual behaviour, while the addict cannot do so. He has lost the ability to say "no" because his behaviour is part of a cycle of thinking, feeling, and acting which he cannot control. As in other forms of addiction, compulsive masturbation begins in fantasy, and the fantasy fills the mind in such a way that other thoughts and counteracting motives have no real chance of distracting the person from the pleasurable images which lead to masturbation. Consciousness is narrowed to one idea, one image. This is compulsion in the full sense.

There is also an element of seductiveness in masturbation. It is particularly seductive because it is an easy and accessible way to reduce tension and to explore genital feelings and fantasies without interpersonal vulnerability, responsibility and accountability. Part of masturbation’s lure is the safe secrecy of fantasy: one does not have to risk rejection, embarrassment, or failure. It gives the illusion of being invulnerable, open and perfect. A subtle attraction of masturbation is that the initial choice often emerges from non-genital experiences: boredom, anxiety, and especially loneliness may pressure us to masturbate. Masturbation involves a yearning for intimacy and completeness. The hidden meaning is that we are being moved to go beyond ourselves to another, to more than mere self-containment. But ironically, instead of fulfilling this yearning masturbation impedes authentic intimacy with another. 

Generally speaking, temptations to masturbate among priests and brothers are related to emotional factors, such as loneliness, self-hatred, anger, and incidents from the past. Nonetheless, they often feel that they are living a double life, known as celibates to those who work with them every day, and yet feeling shame at the practice of masturbation, which is frequently compulsive. 

Psycho-sexual Integration

The sexual dimension of our life is not isolated from the whole of our existence or from the other dimensions of our life. On the contrary, the orientation of our sexuality is intimately connected with the orientation of our existence as a whole. It is for this reason our existential project as a whole has a tremendous influence on the development of our sexual perception and behaviour. So if we want to understand the problem we need to situate it in the overall life of the person. To understand the dynamics of masturbation, it is important to look at the life of one who masturbates. The act should be seen in light of a total process. One element of this context is age. For example, adolescents usually feel more strongly than children and adults the urgency and confusion of new genital desires. And, they experience peer and cultural pressure to satisfy them. Frequency and intensity are also important factors. Masturbating once a month differs from doing it once a day in terms of psychosocial and spiritual impact. Compulsive masturbation involves a significant part of one’s life. Intensity of involvement is significant too. The amount of time as well as quantity and quality of self-investment determine the impact masturbation has on one’s life. Someone who masturbates daily for an hour with intense fantasy as the primary source of intimacy will differ significantly from a person who masturbates infrequently and has healthy experiences of intimacy.

Some Practical Suggestions For Integration
The first thing to keep in mind is that the integration of sex and existence is a lifelong task. And discipline is essential for integration. A person should discover that the integration of sex and existence presupposes a wholesome project of life, a sound appreciation of sexuality, and a readiness to discipline sexuality in the light of the project to which he has committed himself. 

In moving closer to the ideal of integration of our sexuality within our persons there is danger that we will fall prey to the illusion that "insight alone will enable us to change our feelings and behaviour." In so doing we underestimate the force of habit in our lives, inasmuch as our bodies may have been conditioned to yearn for tranquilizing experiences. Masturbation can become so much a part of one's pattern of behaviour that its elimination will leave a deep experiential void, which must be filled in some way. Experience of real relationships with God in prayer, and with other persons in friendship will help fill that void.

Suppression by immediately cutting short sexual desires, mortification, and the free sublimation of sexual yearnings are positive ways of integrating our sexuality. When one is tempted to masturbate, try to get busy or involved with others. Prayer is another powerful help. So also is the act of surrendering one's life into God's hands by a decision of our will. God's redeeming grace will help the person to find true intimacy in place of the gratifications of the flesh. But all this will take time.

On the more immediate level one needs to monitor one's own moods so as to chart recurring patterns of fantasy and masturbation. One comes to advert to feelings and moods that regularly precede masturbation. This can help the person to avoid masturbation. Since bedtime is often a difficult time for the person, he can learn to find ways of avoiding fantasy.

It also helps to chart recurring patterns of masturbation. We may discover regular times and places when and where masturbation is likely to occur, or feelings and moods that precede masturbation. Anticipating that we are more vulnerable at certain times, in certain places, and in certain moods can help us to monitor and take care of ourselves. 

We should discern and discuss the kind(s) of guilt we have. It is better to cultivate a mature sense of guilt. One should feel guilty for masturbating not primarily because a rule has been broken or because one is revealed as less than perfect. Rather, the guilt should stem from the failure to become what one realistically can become. Mature guilt calls us to appreciate the good and to seek a better life, not to focus primarily on the negative or what we did wrong.

Good books on sexuality should be read and discussed. Knowing the so-called facts and possibilities, both pro and con, helps. Many books on sexuality, however have questionable values and some are simply immoral. So careful selection is very important.

To view masturbation as a challenge to growth, the individual must listen to and learn from the uncomfortable feelings that underlie and motivate masturbation. Feelings of disembodiment, fatigue, loneliness, boredom, and depression tell something about one’s life. Instead of silencing the message through masturbation, we should listen to their invitations to grow holy as well as wholly. Instead of remaining only within ourselves, we should listen to the call of transcendence, the call to go beyond ourselves. 
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