
T H E O L O G I C A L  T R E N D S  

S E X  IN C H R I S T I A N  M O R A L I T Y  

T H E S U M A N D s u b s t a n c e  of  t r a d i t i o n a l  ch r i s t i an  sexual  m o r a l i t y  con-  

sists in  t he  j u d g m e n t  t h a t  sexual  i n t e rcour se  o u g h t  to take  p l ace  on ly  

b e t w e e n  a m a n  a n d  a w o m a n  w h o  are  m a r r i e d  to each  o ther .  T h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  

ch r i s t i an  posi t ion ,  t hen ,  eva lua tes  all  o t h e r  sexual  ac t iv i ty  insofar  as i t  is ful ly 

h u m a n ,  respons ib le  a n d  de l ibe ra t e  act iv i ty ,  in  t e rms  of  this  j u d g m e n t .  T h e r e  

a re  no t  a few r o m a n  ca tho l ic  th inkers  t o d a y  w h o  are  suggest ing,  impl i c i t ly  or  

explici t ly,  t h a t  this  pos i t ion  is n o t  un ive r sa l ly  t enab le .  1 1 a m  n o t  in  a g r e e m e n t  

• w i t h  this  cha l l enge  to the  t r ad i t i ona l  ch r i s t i an  posi t ion.  

S u c h  a cha l l enge  of  v e n e r a b l e  doc t r i ne  leads to  a discussion in  the  C h u r c h  

w h i c h  is ca r r i ed  o n  on ly  w i t h  difficulty. T h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  pos i t ion  is h o a r y  

w i t h  age  a n d  sanct i ty ,  so h o a r y  t h a t  d i r ec t  cha l l enge  a n d  f r a n k  a r g u m e n t a -  

t i on  a re  r a r e  indeed .  F o r  example ,  a n  a u t h o r  m a y  p ropose  t h a t  t he  p r inc ip l e  

g o v e r n i n g  our  use  of  sexual i ty  is ' r espons ib le  love '  or  ' t h e  l aw  of  love a lone ' .  

Bu t  the  s ame  a u t h o r  m a y  fail  to d r a w  the  obv ious  conc lus ion  t h a t  follows 

1 For example, John  G. Milhaven, reviewing Charles E. Curran's latest book, Con- 
temporary Problems in Moral Theology (New York, 197o ) says: 

Curran refuses to accept the teaching of theologians that  all sexual intercourse 
and any direct sexual stimulation outside marriage is always gravely wrong. In 
his judgment, this teaching has tended in the past to stifle a proper understand- 
ing of human sexuality and human sexual development and to connect sex with 
a fear of mortal sin. The fear has impeded the development of a proper attitude 
towards human sexuality on the part  of many catholics and even brought 
about grave repercussions in their adult attitude to sexual i ty . . .  For a homo- 
sexual whom modern medical science cannot help, homosexual acts may not 
even be objectively wrong. Provided there is no harm to other persons a man 
could accept his homosexual behavioux as the only way in which he can 
achieve some degree of humanity and stability. There are exceptional situations 
in which sexual intercourse outside marriage would not be wrong, e.g. with a 
view to proper medical experimentation and knowledge . . .  I must agree, 
reluctantly, with Richard McCormick that  Curran does not offer an adequate 
analysis of sexuality to ground his allowing 'for cases when premarital coitus 
would be right'. (McCormick's choice of the word 'coitus' in place of Curran's 
'sexual relationship' reminds us that  in the interaction between the two men we 
are witnessing the changing of the guard in american moral theology.) Mc- 
Cormick is afraid that Curran's theoretical fuzziness lets him go too far. I fear 
it does not let him go far enough. 

In his book Sex: The Radical View of a Catholic Theologian (New York and London, 
I97o), Michael F. Valente makes the challenge more explicit. And James Kavanaugh 
raised the issue three years ago in his book, A Modem Priest Looks at his outdated Church, 
(New York, x967) pp 99-x I3; esp. p Io9. Since that  time Kavanangh seems to have lost 
the respect for purity which he had in I967 (cfpp 112-I I3). His latest book, The Birth 
of God (New York, i969) , makes the challence more direct: 'Even the commandment 
forbidding adultery no longer applies': p lO 9. 

https://www.theway.org.uk/article.asp
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from his principle: namely, that if couples are in love 'responsibly', they do 
not require the marriage contract in order to have sexual intercourse licitly 
and as the proper and right thing to do before God and within the christian 
community. ~ 

Yet a reasonable reader of the original proposal cannot fail but  to imagine 
situations in which couples 'responsibly' loved without being married to each 
other, or ever ending up married to each other. In  these situations, the 
'reasonable reader' asks himself, should the responsible lovers enjoy sexual 
intercourse or not? And if not, why not? One solution may confront the 
reader, at least by implication, which is that the adjective 'responsible' when 
used to modify 'love' always means marriage. But that is a trick of definition 
and unworthy, at first sight, of serious consideration. Unless something more 
is said, and it often is not, our 'reasonable reader' cannot fail but  to conclude 
that the principle of 'responsibility', for example, or ' law of love', when 
stripped of historical accretions, changes what he and many others assumed 
was the christian moral position: namely, that sexual intercourse properly 
belongs only to marriage. I f  our reader is not only reasonable but  clever, he 
will go on to suspect that the questions that spontaneously occurred to him 
were not explicitly stated and  worked out by the author, because the venera- 
tion due to the traditional position claims the active support of church 
authorities, and the author did not want  any trouble. Because of this diffi- 
culty, which I believe is real, we will discuss the question for the most part  by 
defining typical positions rather than by reference to specific thinkers and 
their works. 

The  typical reasons advanced against the traditional christian position fall 
into two classifications. The  first classification I call the 'sex hang-up'  argu- 
ment. I t  usually consists in autobiographical accounts or other 'hard '  cases 
of psychic woe, at tr ibuted to moral instruction at the hands of the Church 
through one of her agents. The agents can be parents, nuns, priests, etc. The 
cases, involving great suffering, usually have happy endings, once the per- 
sons discover that sex is good and learn to enjoy it without guilt-feelings. 8 
Most moral theologians find this a mixed-up argument  and tend to dismiss 
i t  out of hand;  but  it must be met before one can discuss morality. 

Christian morality presupposes freedom. One  must be free to act or not to 
act, free to choose, for an  act to be human  and worthy of moral evaluation. 
This is a constant of christian ethical teaching, as is the doctrine that sexu- 
ality as such is good. Christians have never capitulated to any form of the 
dualist heresy, which condemns the body as evil. Only a free person who 

But as recently as 1968, Robert H. Springer could write: 'On the subject of premarital 
intercourse, it should be made clear at the outset that theological examination of the 
question is concerned only with those who are engaged to be married'. 'Notes on Moral 
Theology', in Theological Studies, Vol 29 (I968), p 294. Springer may have been reading 
all the theologians in i968 , but he was not listening to the discussions not found in print. 
8 Cfnote I above, p 148. The issue becomes comical in Michael Novak's latest novel, 
Waked I Leave (New York, I97o ). 
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knows that human  sexuality is good can make a moral decision about sexual 
activity and expression. Tradit ional  christian sexual morality, and the mor- 
ality discussed here, presupposes people internally free to determine their 
own use or non-use of full genital sexuality. 4 

The second classification of arguments against the traditional doctrine of 
sexual morality arises from the collapse of the notion of nature. I n  the days 
when one could turn with confidence to the biology of Aristotle - for example, 
his De Generatione Animalium - to find the 'nature '  of sexuality, one could read 
morality from science very easily: The purpose of sexuality was clear, and 
morality consisted in conformity to that purpose. But those days are gone 
forever, save perhaps in the minds of a few 'traditionalists'. As a consequence, 
a position emerges which simply assumes that the demise of 'nature '  (as 
aristotelian biology saw it) has meant  the demise of traditional christian 
sexual morality. 5 To refute this assumption, we must make a few distinctions 
and establish our method for specifying the morally significant 'nature '  or 
meaning of sexuality. 

The first distinction is between morality and  ethics. Morality is living and 
concrete. I t  is what people freely do and how they judge that activity as right 
and wrong. Ethics, on the other hand,  consists of the reasons given as to why 
something is fight and something else wrong. These reasons are often used 
in giving moral instruction. They are central to the process of growth or 
change in an  individual 's or a people's morality. The argument  that we 
ought to Change our traditional christian morality because we no longer have 
a science that  unequivocally defines the 'nature '  of sex is simply confusing 
ethics and morality. The  New Testament  presupposes a sexual morality 
which is traditionally christian, yet it contains little or no ethics. As a sample 
of its sex ethics, I would cite St Paul:  

I am free to do anything, you say. Yes, but  not everything is for my 
good. No doubt  I am free to do anything, but  I for one will not let 
anything make free with me. 'Food is for the belly and  the belly for 
food', you say. True ;  and one day God will put  an end to both. But 
it is not  true that the body is for lust; it is for the Lord - and the Lord 
for the body. God not only raised our Lord from the dead; he will 

4 I cannot here give even a passing judgment on the sexual morality taught to catholic 
children in the recent past. Perhaps the training was so bad that there exists a generation 
in the Church so compulsive in this matter, so lacking in freedom, that they are inca- 
pable of moral behaviour where their sexuality is directly involved, because they cannot 
freely use or not use it. If such is the case, which I seriously doubt, then sexual morality 
as understood here, that is, principles and considerations meant to influence and even to 
determine choice, would not be relevant for these people. 
5 Although they understand the problem somewhat differently from the way I do, 
both Milhaven and Curran have focused on this question of 'nature': Milhaven, 
'Moral Absolutes and Thomas Aquinas', in Absolutes in Moral Theology?, ed. C. E. Curran 
(Washington, D. C. i968), pp x54-i85; Curran, 'Natural Law and Moral Theology', in 
Contraception: Authority and Dissent, ed. C. E. Curran (New York, x969) , pp x5x-x75; 
Christian Morality Today (New York, x966), pp 79-9I. 
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also raise us by his power. Do you not  know that  your bodies are 
limbs and organs of Christ? Shall I then take from Christ his bodily 
parts and  make them over to a harlot? Never! You surely know that  
anyone who links himself with a harlot  becomes physically one with 
her (for scripture says, 'The  pair  shall become one flesh') ; bu t  he who 
links himself with Christ is one with him, spiritually. Shun fornica- 
tion. Every other sin that  a man  can commit  is outside the body;  but  
the fornicator sins against his own body.  Do you not  know that  your 
body is a shrine of  the indwelling Holy Spirit ,  and  the Spirit  is God's  
gift to you? You do not  belong to yourselves; you were bought  at  a 
price. Then  honour God  in your body. ° 

Whether  or not the  passing of the classical world-view and its biology 
should be seen as encouraging us to make this apostolic statement once again 
t he  christian starting point  in sex ethics, it  does at  least teach us that  the 
collapse of  an ethic does not  necessarily mean  the collapse of a moral i ty :  
especially when the moral i ty  was enunciated in the first place without the 
help of  the ethic, which was added  later.  Those who argue from a changed 
or lost doctrine of  nature  fail to unders tand this. 

Another  typical  position is more complex. According to this position, the 
little 'ethics'  and  even the moral i ty  presupposed in the New Testament  has 
passed away. Wi th  such a judgment ,  this position treats the sexual moral i ty  
presupposed by  the New Testament  writers as if  it  has suffered the same fate 
as aristotelian biology in the light of  contemporary science. But the two, 
New Testament  sexual moral i ty  and aristotelian biology, are not  similar in 
this respect. Contemporary  biology has replaced aristotelian biology in a 
sense that  is both  empirical  and  definitive. The  discovery that  women pro-  
duce ova as par t  of their contr ibution to the generation of a child leaves 
Aristotle's biology in the dust. But there is no empirical  discovery that  refutes 
the sexual moral i ty  which the orthodox t radi t ion at  least has found stated 
and presupposed in the New Testament .  Tha t  sexual moral i ty  is a human  
reality, not  merely an  empirical  realityY I f  i t  still makes good sense, or even 
the best sense possible, of human  living, t hen  i t  may  still be valid, contem- 
porary  acceptance or rejection not withstanding. Furthermore,  contem- 
porary  rejection ought to Show that  some other moral i ty  makes better  sense; 
contemporary acceptance, which I represent, ought to show that  the moral i ty  
in question still makes the best sense. I f  it  does make the best sense, then I 
think i t  would be fitting to conclude that  we ought not  only to retain t radi-  
t ional christian morali ty,  but  follow it. 

This 'making sense', whether  in terms of revelation or of reason, is our 
method of  enquiry. When  a thinker like St Thomas adopted aristotelian 

6 z Cot 6, x2-2o (New English Bible). 
v In making this point I have in mind the distinction Father Lonergan makes between 
reality that is mediated by meaning and reality that is constituted by meaning. Cf 
Collection (New York, I967) -'Dimensions of Meaning', pp o52-s67 (chap. x6). 
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biology into the substance of his ethics of sex, he was answering the question, 
'What  is the meaning of human  sexuality?', from the best sources available 
to him. We must do the same today. Our  problem is rather more complex, 
for no single science today makes authoritative pronouncements on the mat-  
ter. We cannot turn to a single text or scientific authority which answers the 
question, 'What  is the meaning of human  sexuality?', in such a way that we 
can state the 'purpose' of human  sexuality unequivocally or unambiguously, 
and from that statement of 'purpose' form a judgment  as to what is moral 
and what is immoral sexual behaviour. Rather  we must try to determine, 
from all the information available, especially from scripture and christian 
tradition and practice, what is the meaning intended in this reality as created 
by God our Father. As Lord of evolution, culture and history, the Lord of 
all does not limit our enquiry in any way. 

But at the same time, our method could not work if we had to have ex- 
haustive knowledge about human  sexuality: namely, knowledge that an- 
swered all questions about human  sexuality definitively. We need only suffi- 
cient knowledge in order to draw reasonable conclusions. This method, per- 
haps, is not for the insecure, for there is no 'logic' that can create arguments 
which make one's conclusions into absolute certainties. In  this method, the 
principles of morality are the best possible meanings, not certitudes. But in 
the case of human  sexuality and, I believe, many other cases, it is possible to 
know with sufficient confidence, before we know everything about a reality, 
what is the radical meaning of that reality. The radical meaning sums up the 
purpose which we respect in the reality created for us and given to us when 
we use the reality or choose not to use it. 

The  complexity of the quest, and perhaps the fear that no such meaning 
can be discovered once the concept 'nature '  passed from the scientific scene, 
leads to the typical position we have mentioned: the notion that one can 
derive a sex ethics from the christian doctrine of love alone, s The  effort to do 
so leads into a cul-de-sac. St Thomas for one avoided this blind alley and 
argued his sexual ethics from the notions of right reason and nature 9 and he 
had justification for his method. The christian doctrine of love does not need 
sex. As far as that doctrine in  itself is concerned, we could all live perfectly 
virginal lives. One may have the christian love of which John  speaks in his 
epistle; this love may be deep and truly human;  it may involve bodily feeling 
and incarnational  presence of one to the other. This love may be everything 
it  ought to be; and yet it may still be inappropriate to express it in total 
sexual terms. Or, if it is appropriate that christian love should be expressed 

I do not have in mind such systematic works on the law of love as Gerard Gilleman, 
S. J., The Primacy of Charity in Moral Theology (Westminster, Maryland, 1962) ; but rather 
popular thoughts on love such as the works cited in notes I and 3 above (pp i48 and 
I49 ) : c[ Eugene Kennedy, ~It Shows Up in Sex', in The Cdt~e, voh 28, No. 6 (July - 
August, i97o), pp 32-38. The situation ethics Controversy, especially the work of Joseph 
Fletcher, is relevant here because of its influence on catholics. 
9 Summa Theologica, II-II,  q 153 and q I54 , articles ~ and 3. 
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in this way, then the christian tradition of restricting sexual intercourse to the 
monogamous marriage union has been a real mistake and ought to be dis- 
missed from christian life and conduct. 

Few real christian thinkers hold that the latter option is completely right. 
Some, perhaps many, prefer to relax the moral position of sexual restraint in  
the traditional christian sense, permitting exceptions or special situations; 
and even the most traditional admit  a limited number  of such possibilities, x° 
But even those who may wish to relax this moral position do not really advo- 
cate its total abandonment .  Yet too few seem to realize that unless one is 
ready to abandon the moral position of sexual restraint completely, then one 
must find justifying grounds for holding to some form of christian sexual 
restraint other than the christian doctrine of love. Put  very bluntly,  but  I 
think accurately, the christian doctrine of love is one of universal charity. 
Therefore, if one specifies the meaning of human  sexuality as one of the 
richest and  deepest expressions of love, then the christian doctrine of love is 
no place to search for a restraining order. The  christian command is to love 
as richly and deeply and  widely as possible. 

We can schematize the problem in  this way. To  connect the christian doc- 
trine of love to human  sexuality requires that human  sexuality be defined as 
an  expression of love. From such a definition one would be compelled to 
argue that the creator intended persons to use their sexuality only when they 
mean  to express deep and profound and responsible love. But the christian 
teaching is that I ought to love as deeply and profoundly and as widely as 
possible. The  result would therefore be not to restrain the use of sex, but  to 
encourage it. 

Furthermore, as we have said, the New Testament  does not connect chris- 
t ian love to sexuality as such. 'There is no such thing as Jew and Greek, slave 
and freeman, male and  female; for you are all one person in Christ Jesus'. n 
I t  is true that the New Testament,  building on the Old Testament tradition, 
connects christian love with marriage; but  this is an  optional and free con- 
nection. The christian may marry,  but  he does not  have to marry. Never- 
theless, all christians, to be christian, must love. Christian love admits of an  
almost incredible variety of expressions, all free; and  marriage is bu t  one of 
them. We must therefore find something 'more '  within the doctrine of chris- 
t ian love, when related to sex, on which to build a christian sexual ethic. 
Yet the instinct which seeks to derive a christian sexual ethic from the christian 
doctrine of love cannot be entirely wrong: for this doctrine, in one sense, 

10 I remember a hypothetical case I had years ago in a seminary ethics class. Atomic 
explosions had sterilized the majority of human males, so ran the case. We were asked 
the question: What was the moral obligation of the remaining few, even the married 
among them, in the use of their potency? Our answer was simple: The good of the race, 
its future, took precedence over the good of monogamous marriage. Therefore, the potent 
men were to ensure the future of the race. They were not only not obliged to restrict 
themselves to sexual union with only their wives; they were positively obliged to have 
sexual intercourse with other women. 11 Gal 3, 28. 
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governs all christian morality. We may expect, therefore, to find one expres- 
sion of christian love, among the many  possible, which has a special sig- 
nificance: one which coincides with an important  characteristic of human  
sexuality. From this conjunction, then, would arise the meaning that gives 
an  ethic to traditional christian sexual morality and aids us in deciding to 
retain that morality. 

All the vm-ious expressions of christian love require the sign of faith or 
fidelity, for we are saved by faith:tides caritateformata (faith which is formed 
by charity). This loving faith must be faithful to the end. We must persevere 
in  order to merit an eternal crown. This fidelity to the end  is So great that it 
is not our achievement but  God's free gift of perseverance. Perseverance or 
fidelity is a central characteristic, the specific form, we might say, of christian 
love. As our Father shows forth faithful love, so are we to be perfected as our 
heavenly Father is perfect. We are meant  for faithful love. We may say, then, 
that all christian love is faithful love. Christ shows us this form of faithful love 
especially from the moment  when he takes the cup i n  the garden of Gethse- 
mani  unti l  he dies on the cross. We ought to accept the same cup in every 
eucharist we share. According to this pattern, and no matter how lived or 
expressed, all christian love signifies fidelity. 

Let us first examine an unmarr ied expression of christian love. The vows 
of poverty, chastity and obedience that constitute the 'religious' life lose their 
meaning unless they signify fidelity - both the fidelity of God to man  and 
man's  response or fidelity to God - an imperfect fidelity marked by sin in 
this life. 'Religious', like all christians, strive to reproduce as fully as possible 
in their own lives the fidelity through which we are all saved, the cross of 
Christ. Girly Christ was perfectly faithful, and he is the model of our faith: 
not in  the narrow meaning of faith as belief, for Jesus as ma n  knew many  
things we merely believe. He is rather the example of our faith when faith 
means fidelity, trust in the Father, a n d  a hope that reaches beyond the in- 
justice and death of this life. He is our faith as the source of that courage to 
return good for evil, which is the law of his cross; Without  a share in his 
fidellty to the Father, trust i n  the goodness of the Father, and his hope in  
resurrected life, none of us can live the christian life to which we are called. 
The  love of God is a well-formed love, and fidelity is its form. That  is to say 
that Christ is the form of love. 'This is my commandment :  Love one an- 
other, as I have loved you. There is no greater love than this, that a man  
should lay down his life for his friends'? ~" 

Although neither the life nor words of Christ in the gospels are the direct 
reason for seeing marriage as one of the expressions of christian fidelity or 
faithful love, Jesus seems to have taught such a doctrine which Paul learned 
and recorded for us. Perhaps the teaching which Paul records, he saw as 
related to Jesus's teaching on divorce. T h a t  teaching was unique and seems 
to require that marriage be a sign of God's fidelity. 'What  God has joined 

12 Jn I5, I2-I4 .  
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together, m a n  must not  separate ' ,  x3 Thus the Church regards marr iage  as a 
Sacrament and enjoins that  by  the mercy of God the marr ied  couple live as a 
sign of  his love for his people. The  most famous passage on this mat ter  is, of 
course, the text from Ephesians. Here  Paul  underlines fidelity as the core of  
christian love in marriage,  which is seen as showing forth the source of all 
christian love: God's  love for men, that  is, Christ 's love for his Church. But 
marr iage involves, as we shall see, a special b rand  of  fidelity to distinguish it 
fi'om other forms of christian love. For  nowhere in the New Testament  or the 
christian tradition, where the showing forth of faithful love is the meaning 
and  norm of marriage,  is marr iage  regarded as a state of life necessary for all 
christians. Yet all  christian love is faithful, and  all christians must  faithfully 
love. Tha t  is to say, christian love does not  require  marr iage;  i t  can do with- 
out it. To  pu t  i t  briefly, human  sexuality is not  jus t  an  expression of love. 
Marr iage  is not  just  an expression of  faithful love. There  is some other 

specifying characteristic. 
Before pinpoint ing this specifying characteristic, we must remind ourselves 

again of an impor tant  point. According to the moral i ty  of the New Testa-  
ment,  marr iage is a free option;  i t  is not an obligatory option. Nevertheless, 
i t  is the only option in which full sexual expression is moral ly  permissible. In  
no other human  relationship founded on love is it  moral ly  permissible to 
employ full  sexuality as an expression of that  love or as an  expression of  
anything else; for nowhere in the New Tes tament  or the or thodox christian 
t radi t ion is full sexual exchange considered proper  and fitting in any relation- 
ship other than that  of monogamous marriage.  

I n  this l ight we must pu t  our choices before us in a very stark fashion. 
Either  christians were and  are  a very 'hung-up '  group, or they see some 
meaning in sex other than, or in addi t ion to, the expression of  love. I f  sex 
well expresses and proper ly  signifies deep and honestly-felt love, then there 
is no earthly reason for christian sexual restraint. The  sentimental and  sloppy 
character  of  many  arguments bear ing on sex ethics should give us the hint  
that  there is a problem here. Those who mainta in  that  christian sexual mor-  
a l i ty  is derived from love alone must, I believe, resort to special p leading in 
arguing for the preservation of some vestige of christian sexual restraint. 
A typical  pa t te rn  involves pleading that  love of such depth  as to justify 
sexual expression is so infrequent that  commonly i t  occurs only once in a 
life-time. Wi th  this pleading, one is a t  least in effect back to a position which 
restricts sex to marriage.  But one may  gratuitously deny the pleading.  Love of  
such depth  is not  so rare nor does i t  occur only between a man  and  a woman.  

All  love must be honest, truthful, respectful of  the other person. All love 
must  be responsible. And,  praise God, love relationships between human  
beings are  not  so terr ibly ra re . Jus t  as our ' reasonable reader '  did, I can think 
of  many  relationships between men and women that  fit these criteria. Yet 
these men and women are not  marr ied  to each other and  never will be. The  

18 M t  I9, 6. 
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christian tradition of sexual morality should be thrown out, not just  tam- 
pered with (mere ' tampering '  is a dishonest procedure), if one concludes that 
men and women in honest, responsible love relationships ought to have sexual 
intercourse. Further, we can all think of many relationships between women 
and other women, between men and other men, which are real love, authen- 
tic christian love. Ought  these people also to have sexual relations? Again, an  
affirmative answer should mean  the setting aside of the christian tradition. 

But if the christian tradition makes sense in some pertinent way and if 
that sense is still valid, then we may defend the christian morality of sexual 
restraint in unambiguous and unsentimental  terms. 

I think that  the tradition does make very good sense. So far we have seen 
that in the christian tradition love is freed from sex. In  this tradition the 
primary or fundamental  mean ing  of sex is not that it is the language of love. 
For the cross is the primary language of christian love. Sex must be con- 
verted or redeemed, like everything else human,  in order to become one ex- 
pression of love: not a necessary expression, but  one that we are free to use 
or not to use. Christ does not  seem to have used this expression of love; and 
it plays no central role in christianity as it does in some other religious sys- 
tems. But if sex is not seen primarily as the expression of love, not even as the 
expression of faithful love, then its radical or fundamental  meaning, which 
specifies its moral use, must lie elsewhere. I t  must lie in  what  sex does 
primarily express. I suggest that according to the christian tradition sex 
primarily expresses exclusive fidelity, and exclusive fidelity ought to be one 
among other possible expressions of faithful love. The radical meaning of 
sexuality is to show forth exclusive fidelity, with a further qualification w h i c h  
we will touch upon later. 

As we have said, all christian love must be faithful love; so sex as an ex- 
pression of fidelity would not reveal it as meaning something that ought to 
have only restricted use. I t  is the notion of exclusivity as modifying fidelity 
that reveals in sexuality the meaning in  which christian sexual restraint is 
grounded. 

Exclusive fidelity is a difficult notion for the christian to handle in an intra- 
human  context. There is only one relationship of fidelity that is absolutely 
exclusive, that between God and  man. From God's side there is no wavering, 
but  man  does waver. He tends to violate the first commandment  and he does 
build idols. Nevertheless there does exist one human  relationship of exclusive 
fidelity - the relationship of husband and wife. How difficult it is to under-  
stand the absolute character of this relationship is clear from the traditional 
and present theologizing about Christ's teaching on the matter of divorce or 
the indissolubility of marriage. :~ Merely to ment ion the problem indicates 

:~ Father Quentin O uesnell, S. J., in a recent article, not only provides an excellent 
bibliography for this subject but also makes a point parallel to my own: 'Made Them- 
selves Eunuchs for the Kingdom of Heaven'~ in the Catholic Biblical Quarterly, Vol. 20 
(x968), PP 335-358. 
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that  for the christian all human  fidelity, and  especially an exclusive fidelity, 
must  be judged  in relationship to that  one exclusive fidelity to which he or 
she as christian is called - fidelity to God. And, since there exists this one 
exclusive relationship in the life of  each christian, any other relationship 
claiming exclusivity must  be a duplicat ion of the first relationship; other- 
wise, that  p r imary  relationship would cease to be exclusive. 

The  secondary relationship is a symbolic or sacramental  restatement of the 
pr imary  one; it  derives its special characteristics from the first relationship 
which it duplicates. Fur ther ,  even duplicat ing the p r imary  relationship 
would undermine its exclusivity were there not just  cause. Marr iage,  there- 
fore, does not  justify itself solely because it is a relationship of exclusive 
fidelity. After all, a homosexual liaison, a t  least in theory, could be a relation- 
ship of exclusive fidelity. So could any other inter-personal relationship, for 
that  matter .  But merely inter-personal values do not  justify the exclusivity of 
marr iage  in the christian context, since the p r imary  relationship with God  is 
the exclusive consummation of all inter-personal values. Mar r iage  requires, 
rather,  addit ional  justification through its social aims, which are  greater  than 
the personal aims of the faithful couple. These are the t radi t ional  aims of 
bear ing and rearing children. 

Two points are obvious immediate ly  Firstly, the bear ing and  rearing of 
children justifies marr iage  as an institution and  not  the individual  marriage.  
H u m a n  and personal values justify the individual  marriage,  even sterile mar-  
riages. But christian men and  women would have to seek these values else- 
where were the institution as such not  justified by  the larger social aim. 
Therefore, a marr ied  union between a man  and a woman may  be entered 
upon, even if  i t  is known to be sterile from the beginning, because the institu- 

tion of so unit ing a man  and a woman intends the bir th and rearing of 
children. Single sterile exceptions do not  undermine the meaning of the insti- 
tution. But a l though two men or two women who would so bind themselves 
and call their  union marr iage would be no more sterile than  some male-  
female couples, they would not  be par t ic ipat ing in the justified institution. 
This would manifestly be unfair if  all  human  beings required an in t ra -human 
union of exclusive fidelity with full physical sexual expression. W e  have ar- 
gued that,  as human  beings in God's  p lan of redemption,  we are free from 
such a requirement.  W e  have a relationship of  exclusive fidelity with God. 
Whatever  is essential to the fullest human  living is not necessarily lost if  a 
man  or a woman should choose not  to enter  upon a human  relationship of  
exclusive fidelity. This doctrine does not  condemn the homosexual in any 
way. Through sublimation, homosexual instincts have as moral  a use as those 
of the heterosexual who has not  chosen marriage.  But i t  does seem that  the 
homosexual is ca l led  to a celibate life without  the luxury of  as many  viable 
options as his or her  heterosexual counterpart .  (I would like to discuss this 
much further in another  article. Here  it is pert inent  to insist only that  the 
christian moral i ty  I am defending in no way judges a person because of his or 
her inclinations. I t  evaluates only free practice.) 
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Secondly, apar t  from christian faith, the arguments for preferring mono- 
gamous marr iage  over other means of providing for children are inconclusive. 
I f  one believes that  God loves men with a steadfast love such that  each indi-  
vidual  is uniquely loved and thereby owes God a response that  excludes all 
other absolute claims (an exclusive fidelity), then it is fitting that  children 
begin life in an  institution and a society buil t  up with such institutions de- 
signed to show forth sacramental ly the exclusivity of  God's  love for man  and 
the fidelity required in man 's  response. 

Full  sexual expression through complete int imacy and intercourse, there- 
fore, is given moral ly only as the sign of a relationship of exclusive fidelity 
between a man  and a woman.  But men and women may  create the bond 
and give this sign of  exclusive fidelity only because marr iage  has a further 
justification: i t  is the basic unit  of  a society in which children are meant  to 
be born and raised under  a sign of  the one relationship of  exclusive fidelity, that  
between God and man.  

W e  have found among the many  possible, therefore, one expression of 
christian love, marriage,  which has the special significance of exdusivefidelity. 
This special significance coincides with a characteristic of  sexuality, the rela- 
tion of sexuality to procreation. This characteristic, in turn, coincides with 
the special significance of  exclnsive fidelity to give us the meaning of sexuality 
that  grounds an ethic 'of t radi t ional  christian sexual morali ty.  

The  marr iage relationship is exclusive for this reason: just  as there is one 
God, and  only one, whom each of us adores, so there is one and only one 
other person whom each of us may  call wife or husband at  any one time, and  
ideally only one in our life t ime: 'A  wife is bound to her husband as long as 
he lives. But if  the husband dies, she is free to mar ry  whom she will, provided 
the marr iage  is within the Lord 's  fellowship. But she is better  off as she is; 
that  is m y  opinion, and  I believe that  I too have the Spirit  of God' . is  As the 
one God excludes all other gods, the one husband or wife excludes a certain 
sort of relationship with any other person whom we may  love. The  relation- 
ship is freely entered into;  in the christian vision no-one has to get marr ied.  
I t  is not different from our other relationships simply as a relationship of love. 
Two friends may  love as profoundly, and  husbands and wives should have 
friends. I t  is different because of the specific responsibilities that  give struc- 
ture to the marr ied  relationship; and  it is the only such relationship at any 
given time in anyone's life; therefore it is exclusive. 

Since sex is the sign of this marr ied  and exclusive love, which is one and 
not  the only form of  christian love, it  is, therefore, wrong to think of sex 
merely as an  expression of  love, when love is taken in its general  meaning. 
I t  is by  no means even the only expression of l o v e i n  marriage.  Sex is ra ther  
the special and  specific sign of the exclusive character  of the relationship be- 
tureen a marr ied  man  and woman.  

1~ I Cor 7, 39-4 °. 
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I t  takes l i t t le t hough t  or  imag ina t ion  to see tha t  i f  sex radica l ly  means  

w h a t  I here  suggest tha t  i t  means,  the significat ion o f  exclusive fideli ty in 

marr iage ,  then  the  t radi t ional  chris t ian sexual  mora l i ty  can  be  accep ted  wi th-  

ou t  m u c h  difficulty a n d  s tand wi thou t  the  ambigu i ty  and  sent imenta l i ty  
found in m a n y  presentat ions today.  Final ly ,  we have  bui l t  our  sexual  ethics 
on  m o r e  than  a d i rec t  analysis of  the  chris t ian no t ion  of  love alone.  16 

I bel ieve tha t  there  is m o r e  than  one  w a y  to establish the ethic  sketched 
here,  av bu t  all methods  wou ld  have  to clarify the mora l ly  significant  m e a n i n g  
of  sexuality.  This  we  have  sought  to do by  an  a r g u m e n t  of  al ternat ives.  W e  
can  now rev iew a n d  summar i ze  those al ternat ives.  Fundamen ta l l y ,  I a m  

saying tha t  sexual  ethics follow f rom the  m e a n i n g  found in h u m a n  sexuality.  
I t  is a na tu ra l  l aw a r g u m e n t  raised to the  level  of  a theological  a rgument .  

As a na tu ra l  l aw a r g u m e n t  i t  presupposes tha t  w h a t  we  know as h u m a n  

beings th rough  our  c o m m o n  observat ions and  our  disciplined sciences abou t  
sexual i ty  does no t  conflict  bu t  ha rmonizes  wi th  the  mean ing  we find theo- 

logically. T h e  theological  a r g u m e n t  results in  the  c la im tha t  in the  context  of  

r edemp t ion  sex is m e a n t  to express exclusive fideli ty in marr iage .  I f  the  

m e a n i n g  found in h u m a n  sexual i ty  is not  the  signifying of  an  exclusive rela-  

t ionship o f  fidelity, t hen  w h a t  does i t  signify? W h a t  are  the a l ternat ives?  Fo r  

the  christ ian,  as for the  humanis t ,  the  p r ima ry  signification could  be  deep  

love. I n  our  day,  b i r th  p reven t ion  is sufficiently effective tha t  one cannot  

reasonably  construct  a rguments  for sexual  res t ra int  on a ques t ion  of  jus t ice  

to u n b o r n  life. TM Therefore ,  i f  deep  love is the p r i m a r y  signif icat ion of  h u m a n  

sexuality,  i f  sex is a bodi ly  l anguage  designed to express deep  and  responsible 
love,  then,  as we have  noted,  we  can all  th ink o f  m a n y  relationships be tween  

m e n  and  w o m e n  who  will  never  m a r r y  each  other,  a n d  be tween  persons of  

is The understanding of sex presented here would limit it to marriage, as the christian 
tradition has done, but would say nothing directly about the matter of the fertility of 
individual married acts of sexual intercourse. Therefore, our argument does not solve 
the question of birth control as that was presented in Humanae Vitae; for the argument 
concludes only by restricting proper sexual activity to the marriage union. It  would not 
necessarily follow from our terms that each and every act of intercourse must be 'left 
open to procreation'. 
17 I could have taken another approach to this question: namely, an historical one. In 
this approach I believe it would have been easy to show that in christian sources sexual 
intercourse and love are in no way conspicuously linked. One may say that it is a notion 
of recent vintage to suggest that sexual intercourse by its own nature is an expression of 
that love with which Christ concerned himself in his teaching and especially in his sum- 
mation of the Law. I would simply say that this contemporary notion is mistaken and 
quite the contrary was the case with Christ. A book recently published in the United 
States argues that Jesus was married perhaps twice. Such a position would seem to be 
the natural consequence of linking christian love to sexual intercourse as its expression 
(and, of course, preserving as an anachronism the link between intercourse and marriage). 
Whenever Jesus and a woman are linked in love, speculation is free to conjure up a 
marriage, if sex and love are related as expression to reality expressed. 
is Cf., Summa Theologica, I I - I I ,  q I54 articles 2 and 3- 
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the same sex, that  ought to be fully expressed sexually. 
We  may  feel instinctively that  this al ternative is leading in the wrong 

direction. And  it is. Sex is an imperialist .  I t  tends to take over. No one wants 
it  t ied to all  love relationships. The  average heterosexual at  least wants his or 
her  love relationships with the same sex freed from sexual activity. Contem- 
porary  amer ican  society is so pre-occupied with sex that  deliverance from sex 
as imperialist  would seem to be a major  order  of business coming just  after 
deliverance from war ,  poverty and  racial  injustice. When  sex is legitimized 
by love alone or love in general,  either we limit our loving or we do not  l imit  
our sexual activity, or we choose not  to be consistent. Even i f  we distinguish 
between real and  apparen t  love, and  declare that  real love is rare, we all feel 
that  we are really in love quite often enough to justify a very unrestrained sex 
life. W e  feel we are in love a sufficient number  of  times to let sex as imperial ist  
take over. Almost all men and women settle for some principle of restraint. 
I f  this principle is not  clear and  rigorous, it  may  function to ~ v e  an individual  
private sexual morali ty,  but  it  will not  function as an ethic should. I t  will not  
answer the real question, ' W h y  be moral  in this part icular  way? '  Tha t  has 
been the fate of many recent ethical arguments. I hope that  here we have 
proposed an  argument  not  subject to the same fate. I f  i t  is not  subject to the 
same fate, this will be because we have uncovered the radical  meaning of  
human  sexuality. 

Again  the alternatives make our point  for us. Many  christians try to bui ld 
sentimental  arguments about  the complete giving of one to the  other to justify 
an almost instinctual,  perhaps culturally conditioned, preference that  sex be 
related to marr iage  and thereby restrained. But there is complete giving in a 
christian sense without  marriage.  I think many  marriages,  even good mar-  
riages, lack the depth,  the complete giving, that  existed between Francis and  
Clare, between Ignatius and Francis Xavier ,  between Jesus and John  if  you 
wish. W h y  not  full sexual expression? Is it  merely a mat ter  of social mores and 
personal taste? Or  does our moral i ty  come down to some arb i t ra ry  command 
of  God? I think not. I think that  the meaning we have expounded is em- 
bedded in human  sexuality and that  the christian t radi t ion draws it to our 
attention. This meaning,  then, becomes the norm of sexual behaviour.  I find 
that  this meaning i s  the language buil t  into human sexuality. H u m a n  sexu- 
ality is meant  to signify a relationship of exclusive fidelity in marriage.  

Positively, no one consideration comes to proving this intention, but  it  does 
make  sense of a number  of facts: for example,  the fact that  sexuality is related 
to procreat ion makes it fitting that  i t  be used in a context in which children 
are  wanted and provided for. The  fact that  highly desirable human  and 
spiri tual  values are realized through stable and monogamous marr iage  is the 
justification for restricting a special bodi ly  language for use only in this con- 
text  fo~ which i t  seems to be specially appropriate, e,~en specially designed. 
The  moral  activity of restraint,  then, brings out the meaning hidden in the 
nature  of sexuality: a meaning God intended in the real i ty and which is lost 
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in immoral  use. I find that  this line of thought  fits in with our quotat ion from 
S t  Paul.  19 

Using contemporary language to express this point  anew, I find St Paul  
saying that  it  is the nature  of sexuality to express an exclusive relationship 
because i t  brings about  a special union. 'The  pair  shall become one flesh'. 
And  he further implies that  since our bodies are shrines of  the indwelling 
holy Spirit,  and  therefore we are living in the order of his grace and love, 
wha t  we do ought to show forth his grace and love. This hints at  the sacra- 
menta l  character  of  marr iage or sexual union. At  this point  theology and the 
observation of nature  converge to find intended in sexuality ~° the radical  
meaning that,  when proper ly  used, it  ought to signify binding fidelity. Such 
a h u m a n  relationship of binding and exclusive fidelity exists between a man  
and his wife. 

The  establishing of such an exclusive relationship is justified on the basis 
of  social and  personal considerations. I t  is not  a relationship that  is necessary 
in all  cases for personal human  fulfilment, nor for realizing the love of God  
or exercizing his commandment  to love. I t  is a free union of exclusive faithful 
love. W h a t  is unique about  i t  is that  i t  is exclusive, for all t rue love is faithful, 
especially all  christian love. In  such a union, active sexual expression - sexual 
i n t e rcour se -  is a fitting and  proper  sign of the meaning of the union. In  other 
states of  christian life, the restraint  or non-active sexuality of the christian is 
the fitting and proper  expression of  exclusive fidelity, the exclusive fidelity to 
which we are all called: fidelity, trust and  hope in the love of God. 

Christians owe it to their  fellowmen and women to announce again,  10ud 
and  clear,  that  there is no fidelity without  God, that  there is no love without  
fidelity, and  finally tha t  sex is no language of love without exclusive fidelity. 

Richard R. Roach, &oT. 

19 I Oor 6., I";'-2o, 
20 By now I am sure the reader is aware that the sexuality discussed in this article is 
limited to full physical intercourse. That limitation leaves for further discussion the 
ethics of our sometimes diffuse, sometimes pointed, general sexuality, which is more or 
less explicitly present in all human relationships: the traditional questions of modesty 
and restraint in intimate behaviour, etc. 




