Theological Aspects of Sexuality

Introduction

Sexuality is a divine gift, a primal dimension of each person, a mysterious blend of spirit and body, which shares in God’s own creative love and life.

“Love is our origin; love is our constant calling on earth; and love will be our fulfilment in heaven.” (Wedding preface III).

Sexuality is intimately related to our vocation to love, our natural yearning for committed relationship. It is both the physical and psychological grounding for the human person’s capacity to love… It is a gift shared by all persons, regardless of their state in life.

John Paul II speaks of each person “as an incarnate spirit, that is, a soul which expresses itself in a body and a body informed by an immortal spirit.”

The gift of sexuality involves the whole person because it permeates all facets of the human personality: the physical, the psycho-emotional, the intellectual, the spiritual and ethical, and the social.

The sexes are complementary: similar and dissimilar at the same time. Both man and woman are persons – equal and distinct.

Sexuality and Sex

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. (Rf. Educational guidance in Human Love, No. 4). It includes the qualities of sensitivity, understanding, intimacy, openness to others, compassion, and mutual support.

Sexuality is an integral part of one’s overall consciousness. It is both a central aspect of one’s self-understanding and crucial factor in one’s relationships with others. 

Sexuality refers to a fundamental component of personality in and through which we, as male or female, experience our relatedness to self, others, the world, and even God.

Sex refers either to the biological aspects being male or female (=gender) or to the expressions of sexuality, which have physical, emotional, and spiritual dimensions, particularly genital actions resulting in sexual intercourse and/or orgasm.

Responsibility

Like all our human powers and freedoms, sexuality, a gift from God, can be channelled for good or ill. Each of us is entrusted by God with the responsibility to guide and direct this gift wisely and lovingly.

The reality of original sin remains the inevitable counterpoint to all our efforts to promote a healthy, holistic, and Christian approach to life, including human sexuality. It can be abused, sometimes intentionally, sometimes through immaturity or ignorance. Given how important sexuality is to one’s self-concept and interpersonal attractions, such errors in judgment frequently have a profound impact for ill on one’s psyche, human commitments, and relationship with God.

Sexuality and Spirituality

Spiritual life is, above all, life. It is concerned with ultimate meanings and values, but it is incarnated in human encounters and circumstances.

-warped by ambiguity. This ambiguity has had unfortunate ramifications. It has taken the church until the mid-twentieth century to begin to teach that the sexual activity of married people can express well their love. Only recently have Christian theologians begun to speak of the active giving and receiving of pleasure as not sinful. (Elizabeth A Dreyer in Earth Crammed with Heaven p.114)

Leslie Dewart “We do not ordinarily experience vividly, or with awe, God’s wisdom in having created us male and female …we are not often glad, precisely as Christians and in virtue of our faith, that sexuality exists. At best, we refrain from contempt. (ibid)

· Odd indeed, that the church, and especially its mystics, have used the imagery of erotic love to describe the heights of union with God. It is not difficult to understand why persons experiencing extraordinary spiritual intimacy with God should turn to the human experience of sexual love to describe it.

· - a spirituality that compartmentalizes the human person, eliminates the body from consideration, or worse, denigrates it, is no longer viable. … There is something amiss if one’s sexuality is not a primary locus of the revelation of God. As relational, sexuality is replete with potential elements for the spiritual life- self-knowledge; self-gift; love; kindness; intimacy; touch; kiss; embrace; nakedness; trust; vulnerability; pleasure; union; ecstasy; sense of the transcendent; play; self-denial; creativity; companionship; forgiveness.

· Document of 1977 Personal Humana says: It is from sex that the human person receives the characteristics which, on the biological basis, the psychological and spiritual levels, make that person a man or woman and thereby largely condition his or her progress towards maturity and insertion into society (n. 1, p. 3)

· And one might add, “toward holiness.” Human sexuality is a fundamental modality by which we relate to ourselves, to other persons, to the universe and to God… It belongs to the world of love and sin and grace and death,… It merits awe, reverence, respect.

· In the last analysis, from a faith perspective, sexuality is a marvellous gift, a central element in a good creation made by a generous and loving God.

Sexuality and Intimacy

Sexuality is a testing ground of the integration or fragmentation of our personalities. The very power of sex makes it impossible for it to be a neutral reality. Wrongly directed sex tends to be compulsive and destructive. But the converse is true of a joyful and balanced sexual awareness. There is a self-transcendence in which the greatest pleasure may be the pleasure of the other. Equality, mutuality and reciprocity are the hallmarks of a mature, free, non-possessive, non-abusive love. The depths of intimacy are profoundly self-giving in their direction. (Rf. Befriending Our Desires by Philip Sheldrake p. 99)
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