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INTRODUCTION:

It used to be said the Church has too much to say about sexual morality. Well, at a time when public
concern over child abuse and domestic violence has been high; when criminal lawyers and
perpetrators of violent crimes are both acknowledging the adverse influence of pornography; and
when “sex” is marketed by a multi-dollar porn industry, it would be strange if the Church had little to
say! And at a time when the Church itself has much to answer for, people have a right to hear from it.

If we really believe that sexuality is a wonderful gift, and that when such a gift is turned against
people, leading them to where they will be less free, isn’t that reason enough for all of us to speak
up? And if chastity is about growing in personal freedom and wholesome relationships, why should
we keep quiet about that? It is the meaning of sexuality that needs to be accepted, because
ultimately the trivialisation, commercialisation and exploitation of sex are just sex removed from its
meaning.

Perhaps today it is those who propose alternatives to the Church’s teaching who seem to have the
most to say. Certainly, there have been errors and inadequacies in the presentation of Church
teaching. But there is also some pretty awful ignorance in some criticisms of it. In both cases, the
underlying need is for a better way of expressing whatever it is that needs to be said. The need to
explore new ways of expressing church teachings was acknowledged by the Second Vatican Council
(GS 62), and by Pope St John Paul ll, (The Splendour of Truth, 29).

In 2014, the International Theological Commission acknowledged the need for further reflection on
teachings that meet resistance by the faithful, “in order to communicate more effectively the
essential message”. In some cases, resistance to Church teaching “may indicate insufficient
consultation of the faithful by the magisterium.” That is also the message of Pope Francis’ letter on
Promoting Theology. He emphasises the need for widespread consultation and interaction with the
sciences, and with people of other traditions and other faiths and no faith. He wants theology to be
“seriously challenged by reality.” Above all, he wants it to be at the service of the Church’s mission.

So, is there a way of presenting Church teachings on sexual morality that is faithful and honest, but
also more aware of people’s experience and the sciences, more understanding of differences, and
less hurtful? That is the question | want to explore in this article. | want to look beyond the usual
language, which can be easily misunderstood, and superficial ways of thinking, to the deep-down
aspirations of hearts that can be in the right place even when the thinking and the language are not.

PART I: DISTRACTIONS ALONG THE WAY

The need to explore other ways of expressing the Church’s teaching was highlighted for me by an
article, recently published, which | would have recognised as 1960’s stuff even without the author’s
own acknowledgement that it was. She seems to base her own understanding of the Church’s
teaching largely on stupidities regarding modesty that were taught to her as a child, and “sex-hostile,
misogynistic canon laws.”

The original authors of UN declarations regarding the right of nations to self-determination would be
surprised to find that this is supposed to imply everyone’s “right to self-determined sexuality.” St
Augustine would certainly have been surprised to learn that his famous “love, and do what you will”
implies that it “doesn’t matter whether a partner is of the same or a different sex.” Her article is a



helpful illustration of how agenda-driven ideologies can dispense with scholarship so as to arrive at
pre-determined conclusions.

More recent efforts to liberate sexual morality from previous restraints are not original. During the
1960’s through 1990’s some activists described themselves as ‘victims’ of harsh laws aimed at
preventing “man-boy love”; and children as ‘victims’ because harsh parents did not want their
children to have that kind of loving care!! “Inter-generational sex” and “man-boy love’ were
euphemisms intended to make acceptable what society calls pederasty. Even though by the 1990’s
those movements had mostly lost their credibility, the underlying ideologies have a way of re-
surfacing.

Shallow thinking leads to believing that truth is whatever the individual thinks it is, and morally right
is whatever the individual freely chooses. But objective truth matters because respect for reality
matters. Scientists work hard to establish facts. Much can depend on it; e.g. safe travel into space,
solving crimes, the judicial system, and research in every field are all based on the premise that truth
matters, even when it is hard to establish, and our understanding incomplete. Studies and exams are
based on the premise that true and false are not the same. The complexity of issues does not mean
that objectivity matters less. Genuine respect for those who hold different views does not mean that
all views are true.

Of course, the relativisation of truth is more likely to be attempted when the issues are complex and
involve people, especially people we love. In an article published adjacent to the one already cited, a
mother struggles to explain how her love encompasses her married daughters and a daughter who
has a female partner. She comes to the conclusion that “perhaps love is all that really matters”. Her
instincts are entirely right: she knows her love for her children needs to be inclusive and therefore
unconditional.

LOVING UNCONDITIONALLY

But the struggle she experiences also has meaning: questions of right and wrong don’t just go away.
Our secular culture puts her at a disadvantage by assuming that we are not accepting other people
unless we also accept what they are doing. That culture misses the point: unconditional love is not
based on what other persons are like, or what they do or have done. It is based simply on the fact
that they are persons — unconditionally and immeasurably loved by God. We are called to the same
kind of loving. We don’t have to like what they are doing. We can even bless people whose lives we
don’t know much about. We do it at Mass.

Whatever differences there might be between identifying as homosexual (L,G) and identifying as
transgender (B,T,Q etc), they all have a right to our sincere acceptance of them as persons. It does
not follow that we have to accept their ideas or their actions. Nor have they a right to demand that
of us. This can be difficult for some to understand: “how can you accept me as the person | am if you
do not accept what | do?” The question underestimates what it means to be a person with the right
to be loved unconditionally. Each person’s identity, dignity and equality are securely based on that
right - not on what they believe or what they do.

“JUDGING”

Pope Francis’ saying: “who am | to judge?” is now famous. But it is not original. The New Testament
letter of James says “who are you to judge your neighbour?” This refers to judging others’ state of
conscience - they may be fully blamewaorthy, or less so, or not to blame at all; that judgement is for
themselves and God. But the letter of James goes on to say it is not for us to “judge the law... There



4

is one Lawgiver and Judge...” In other words, where the difference between right and wrong has
been determined by God, it is not ourselves who decide the difference.

Based on that, we do make judgements - regarding whether one’s actions are right or wrong. How
can we say that “rape is wrong,” “fraud is wrong”, etc if we cannot judge human behaviour? And if
‘love’ and ‘consent’ really are all that are needed for an honest relationship, on what basis would we
say that incest, paedophilia and adultery are wrong if they are consented to? Failure to distinguish
between “judging others” and “judging others’ actions” is simplistic, and needs to be challenged.

So, too, it is appropriate to judge which sexual relationships constitute marriage and which do not.
This has become slightly more complicated because of how the sciences and technology have
affected the way we think: a heightened awareness of what we can do, based on modern know-how,
tends to eclipse questions about what we may do, based on purposes built into nature. We need to
ask both questions. For example, we can run industry on fossil fuels; does that mean we may?

The need for both questions was highlighted in a recent TV news item: a young woman explained
that she intended to donate her eggs to help other women experience the joy of parenting, including
unmarried women. Her love, compassion and generosity were beyond question. But if the question
was asked whether one “may” do this, it didn’t rate a mention. In our modern way of thinking, we
tend to assume that if we can, we may - as with fossil fuels.

All this brings us back to the question about what other ways there might be to express the Church’s
teaching on sexual morality. It is not enough to say something is wrong; we need language that helps
people see for themselves why something is wrong. Secular culture’s way of substituting the word
“inappropriate” for “wrong” is, to say the least, anaemic.

The language of authenticity needs to be part of this discussion. Some behaviours are true to human
nature — authentic - and some are not; some are consistent with human dignity, and some not. The
Church takes seriously all that goes to make up human nature: “May the God of peace make you
perfect in holiness; may God preserve you whole and entire, spirit, soul and body...” (St Paul to the
Thessalonians, 5:23).

DENYING REALITY

An ancient heresy held the human body, and material reality generally, in suspicion of being in some
way bad, and consequently ‘holiness’ as being purely ‘spiritual’. A modern variation of this imagines
the person as purely interior, and entitled to be unrestrained by any form of material reality,
including the human body. But ultimately, that is a denial of reality:

Human beings are not free-floating agents capable of re-shaping themselves in any way they
choose; this happens only in on-line virtual worlds... Our experience of the world is
increasingly mediated by screens that allow us to easily imagine ourselves in alternative
realities or as alternative beings.... The real world, however, continues to be different: wills
are embodied in physical bodies that structure and also limit the extent of individual agency.”
(Prof. Francis Fukuyama, Liberalism and its Discontents, 2022.)

Of course, the physiology of sexuality is not the only lens through which to understand ‘human
nature’ (see below). But the existence of sexual and gender variations does not negate the binary
reality of male and female physiology. The purpose of sexual differentiation is just so obvious. This is
what lies behind the Church’s teaching that “homosexual acts are intrinsically disordered”
(Catechism of the Catholic Church, n 2357). (It does not say homosexual persons are disordered. In
the next paragraph it says homosexual persons “are to be accepted with respect...”).



WITNESSING TO AUTHENTICITY

| am suggesting that witnessing needs to be given a bigger role in the way we express the Church’s
moral teaching, including its teaching on sexual morality. Being authentic is not only for the sake of
our own fulfilment; it is also our mission, helping to reveal to others God’s purposes. This shift of
focus is not a substitute for “right” and “wrong;” if amplifies the meaning of these, and makes better
allowance for nuance.

The journey towards living more fully in accord with God’s intentions is our human calling. For each
of us this is a work in progress. Pope St John Paul II’s reference to the “law of gradualness” (The
Splendour of Truth, 64) refers to how capable individuals are of living fully in accord with the
requirements of what is good and right, for which they can be more blameworthy or less
blameworthy or not blameworthy at all.

In this article, however, my references to “authenticity” are references to the objective
requirements of being true to human nature as God intended it —in all its dimensions. “Man is the
primary route the Church must take in fulfilling her mission.” (Pope St John Paul Il, Redemptor
Hominis 14; also Centesimus Annus, 53-55). In other words, what it means to become and to be
what God intended for human nature is the Church’s agenda, and the way we honour God. This is
the objective condition to which we are called, and it is the mission of all the baptised to promote,
guide and support that journey.

It is this objective condition Pope Paul VI was speaking of when he said:

It is often said that the present century thirsts for authenticity. Especially in regard
to young people it is said that they have a horror of the artificial or false and that
they are searching above all for truth and honesty... The witness of life has become
more than ever an essential condition for real effectiveness... for the progress of the
Gospel we proclaim.” (Pope Paul VI, 1975, Evangelii Nuntiandi, n 76).

Pope Francis is saying the same when he says evangelising is by means of “attraction.” The
effectiveness of attraction and of witness depends on the authenticity of lives. Different degrees of
authenticity result in different degrees of attraction to what authenticity is based on. Some sexual
relationships witness to sexuality’s meaning more clearly than others.

ACCEPTING REALITY

Authenticity has everything to do with accepting reality, and accepting reality includes accepting our
incompleteness. There are forms of incompleteness that come to us before we are born or after,
including heart defects, spina bifida, Down syndrome, brain damage, dyslexia, autism, allergies, etc.
It is a blessing that medical science is able to correct some of these, sometimes even while the child
is still in the womb.

There are also conditions that are temporary, and call for careful discernment; it is one thing to
affirm young people by assuring them that their struggles are normal; it is something else

to ‘normalise’ something that is out of alignment with its fundamental purposes. Same-sex attraction
can be a transitory experience before the young person has had much socialising experience. This is
not to deny the reality of gender transition. It is for the sciences to determine the presence of actual
gender transition, and for all of us to respect their findings. But it is also on the advice of relevant
sciences that some countries have declared unsafe transgender clinics that were prematurely
assisting children to transition, resulting in irreversible damage and life-long regret.



There are also disabilities and limitations that accompany us throughout our lives. We cannot expect
to be complete in this incomplete form of existence. In this sense, it is normal to experience our
incompletion! The whole of creation, which we are part of, is a work in progress. Its perfection, and
our completion, lie in a future beyond life’s present form.

Degrees of completeness are reflected in how well our faculties and activities align with their
fundamental purposes and meaning; e.g. what arms and legs are for. Sexuality’s meaning is based on
two purposes that are entwined and come together uniquely in marriage: they are sexuality’s
potential for deeply nurturing the love of two people — equal in dignity as persons - in a way that is
also designed to generate new life as the fruit of their love. This new life then finds its nurture and
security in the stable, committed and faithful love of those parents. Psychologists also speak of
children’s need to experience both maternal and paternal love.

There are partnerships that are loving, faithful and enduring even though they lack other
characteristics of marriage. There can be various reasons for not being able to enter the kind of
relationship that constitutes marriage, and these reasons do not necessarily involve blame or moral
fault. People in such relationships are owed the same respect that is due to every human being. At
the same time, liaisons which do not align with the underlying purposes of biological sex cannot be
put on a par with those that do. And so, their witness to sexuality’s meaning is less.

The physiological dimensions of sexuality belong to the meaning of sexuality. They have their own
way of expressing purpose and speaking meaning. But they do not tell the whole story. We become
our true selves also through our belonging with and for one another. In that sense, personal
autonomy is not absolute. How we relate to one another also speaks. Being made in the image of
God, we are made for communion, i.e. for the kind of self-giving and receiving of one another that is
life-giving in a fuller sense. Even being in love is like coming alive. To be intimately known by
someone and still “believed in” no matter how well we are known, is to experience the unexpected;
it contains surprise; it shows that love is a gift. This experience enables us to accept ourselves despite
things we don’t like in ourselves. We are better able to face such things when we find ourselves
loved despite them.

The special vocation of marriage enables couples to glimpse in a special way the wonder and beauty
of love, and its relationship to the miracle of new life — not overlooking the sacrifices they make and
the crosses they carry. They already know that because life and love are gifts, we cannot demand
them, or totally possess them; we can only receive them, carry them to each other, and be caught up
in something greater than ourselves. The Church’s teaching on human sexuality only puts into words
what deep down they already know.

SUMMING UP:

1) Human nature is both a given and a task. Observation and the sciences tell us about the
givens of human nature — the purposes built into it. All the givens of human nature are to be
taken seriously. The letter of James, quoted above, prays that we will be “perfect in
holiness,” “whole and entire, spirit, soul and body...”

2) And atask: deep-down aspirations witness to our calling to become ever more fully human
and alive. Because different degrees of completeness and incompleteness are part of human
life, our natural inclinations do not always align fully with the underlying purposes of our

physiology.



3) Our faith assures us that we are on an unfinished journey, that our calling is to a completion
beyond the limits of life in its present form. In the meantime, human nature does not reach
that degree of completion in any of us. To expect completeness and fulfilment in our present
life as if by right is to fall short of faith’s way of understanding life.

4) In our present state of incompletion, there is no need to try to claim equality between those
human behaviours that are consistent with the underlying purposes of human physiology
and those that are not, (e.g. heterosexual activity and homosexual activity), because the
equality of everyone is based on their God-given dignity as persons, not on equality between
different characteristics, beliefs or behaviours. (A felt need to claim equality between these
different activities is more likely in a society that has become used to putting other
considerations above the dignity of personhood.).

5) Given every person’s right and duty to be faithful to their conscience, we need to accept that
individuals can be acting in good faith, even when a relationship they have entered into
corresponds less to the underlying meaning of sexuality. But it can be difficult for them to
accept others’ judgement that their behaviour is “wrong.” So, unless we are to settle for
impasse, we need a language that allows the conversation to continue beyond “l am right
and you are wrong;”

6) An equivalent way of acknowledging the reality of wrong, and degrees of wrongness, but less
‘hurtful,’ is to say that not all situations correspond to the purposes built into nature to the
same degree. There can be lesser degrees of authenticity, and lesser witnessing to God’s
purposes.

7) It can be said that conception resulting from donated sperm or eggs from third parties and
laboratory processes does not witness to conception being the fruit of a husband’s and wife’s
love for each other. In that way it falls short of witnessing to the meaning of marriage and
sexuality.

8) In a pluralistic society we expect to live with many who do not share our beliefs. In that
context, our Christian mission is to witness as fully as possible to God’s purposes, including
the meaning of human sexuality, attracting others to their fundamental calling.

SHARING THIS WITH OTHERS:

These suggestions can be further tested by asking how this more nuanced way of describing right
and wrong might be shared — especially in a society so easily given over to relativising truth.

First, the need to find appropriate ways to speak of right and wrong is greater because in a pluralistic
society it is tempting to opt out of providing moral education. Leaving such matters for the child to
“decide for itself at a later age” can sound like respect for the child’s freedom. But lack of appropriate
moral education deprives the child of the attitudes and skills needed for developing the ability to
choose responsibly. It stunts the child’s freedom.

In a school setting, the lack of moral formation can create the illusion of a kind of neutrality.
However, such “neutrality” provides no skills for questioning current values within society, and
suggests that morality is a purely subjective matter, all views being equally valid and immune from
criticism. That is not neutrality; it just acceptance of a different set of values. (See Ivan Snook and
Colin McGeorge, ‘More than Talk’ — Moral Education in New Zealand, Dept. of Education, Wellington,
1978).



Faith-based schools provide an alternative to the illusion of ‘neutrality.” In addition to positively
encouraging children to use their reason in pursuit of truth and their freedom in pursuit of good
(moral education), they provide the opportunity to discover the meaning and beauty of being human
through knowing God (religious education), and to discover in the Person, life, death and
resurrection of Jesus how much we really mean to God (Christian education.)

There is a rightful concern among educators to ensure that our teaching around sexuality does not
cause damage to those experiencing sexual dysphoria and different gender identity. These young
people have a right to know they belong as much as anyone else, and to be respected as much as
anyone else. If some are made to feel that naming the difference between right and wrong
condemns them to not belonging or to being abnormal, this is due to poor and harmful ways of
teaching — from which the Church has not been immune. Better ways of teaching will be based on
divine revelation itself, starting with what it means to be created. That we have been personally and
gratuitously chosen and called into existence by God is the greatest thing we can know about
ourselves, and matters more than anything else about us. That is the basis of each person’s infinite
dignity and right to be loved unconditionally. And it is untouched by any of our circumstances or
even our behaviours. (See the Declaration “Dignitas Infinita” on Human Dignity, (Rome, 2 April 2024).

The risk of damage to children’s sense of identity and well-being is further obviated wherever the
gospels show that people do not need to earn God’s love - they are already loved, whatever their
condition or circumstances. In the language of St Paul: God has loved us even “while we were still
sinners” (Romans 5:8). Our dignity is not based on any merits of our own, but on God’s mercy, which
is always greater than our folly (Romans 5:21). So, no one needs to be defined by their limitations or
their mistakes or others’ opinions; instead, these can help to refine us. Much less is anyone’s infinite
dignity based on what they were physically like, or not like, at birth or at any other time in their life.

Passing on our values, whether to children or adults, is a more subtle process than blunt
indoctrination. It involves respect for their right to reason and to freedom. Even more important is
the way Christian community transmits values. In the wake of Jesus’ resurrection, His disciples’
education-in-faith started with their experience of life-changing events. The experience came before
understanding. That has not changed. Learning the meaning of Christian faith comes from the
experience of participating in it. Participation gives us glimpses of ‘something more.” Experiences
that touch hearts expand the awareness we have from rational knowledge alone.

Such experiences are normally more sharply focussed within the community that still
commemorates Jesus’ life, death and resurrection. That community embodies a culture that is
formed by the combined experience of its scriptures, liturgies, devotions, hymns, literature, art,
vowed lives, work for justice and peace, contribution to health care and to education, personal
sacrifices and faithful lives... Something within that culture connects with what we have been made
for. However great the community’s own shortfalls, it is still where the desire to belong can be
mysteriously stronger than what offends. It is where faith is caught as much as taught. And it is the
context in which reason draws out the meaning of this faith, and its application in life’s ever-changing
situations.

Within that context there is scope for learning to accept reality, including one’s own incompleteness;
to think critically and to choose responsibly; and through involvement in the wider community learn
how to care about what happens to others. When we feel with them and for them, we discover that
we are most ourselves when we are for others.



Appreciation of the dignity of the person has far-reaching consequences. The Second Vatican Council
was aware of this:

The dignity of the human person is a concern of which people of our time are becoming
increasingly more aware. In growing numbers people demand that they should enjoy the
use of their own responsible judgment and freedom and decide on their actions on grounds
of duty and conscience, without external pressure or coercion (On Religious Liberty, 1); (also
Church in Modern World, 17)

Consistent with this, Pope John Paul Il reminded us that “faith is proposed, not imposed;” and that
“the Church’s teaching authority is at the service of conscience;” (The Splendour of Truth, 64).

A true appreciation of personhood and of conscience requires a different way of leading, and a
different way of expecting to be led. It fosters personal responsibility in others. It relies more on
catechesis and moral formation than on regulation and penalties. It means en-abling others to grow
as persons, helping them to understand the issues and to choose well. It moves away from the social
patterns and leadership styles that were more typical of feudal societies and that prolonged over-
dependence and personal immaturity.

The journey towards becoming authentically human in all our ways is “the glory of God” (St Iraneus),
and it is “the route the Church must travel” (Pope St John Paul ll). We make it easier for people to
understand the difference between right and wrong when it is presented as the difference between
taking the journey towards greater human authenticity or going off course. It comes back to what it
means to be a human person.



