Parenting and Sexuality

“The Basics”

Be attentive and respectful.

Your child is a precious child of God. Especially in the area of sexuality, you want your
children to appreciate that they are made in the image and likeness of God and that sexuality
is a gift. Your respect for them as you hold them, bathe them, care for them will teach them
better than words that their bodies are to be respected. They will learn of their value in your
care. When they are told about their Circle of Grace in religious education and/or school, it
helps them to believe that God is with them and for them because they have already
experienced your love and your care. They will grow up knowing that they are meant to
respect others and are to expect respect from others.

Teaching children about their bodies must happen in an age appropriate way. For
young children, the best guideline is to answer their questions as they arise. Try to always
connect sexuality and spirituality in simple, short ways. Include God in the answer to help
them recognize that sexuality is something special and created by God. For older children, it
may be necessary to initiate discussions. More about that below.

Know what you really believe and why.
If you don’t know what the Church teaches in regards to sexuality and why,
there are many great resources available.

Saint John Paul II's explanation of the Church’s teaching on sexuality, “Theology of
the Body,” is an excellent approach explaining the “Why’s” behind Catholic teaching in
regards to sexuality and our bodies. His work is a new way of conveying the Church’s
teaching on God’s design for male and female. Since the Church teachings are not
malleable, understanding the “Why’s” is a great motivator which encourages youth and
all faithful to strive to live a life in accord with Christ and His Church. This teaching
beautifully articulates how we are meant to be a total gift to another.

At the time that many of today’s parents were being formed in the faith regarding
our bodies and sexuality, the Church did not have the fullness of Pope John Paul’s
Theology of the Body. Unfortunately for many, sexuality was reduced to a bunch of
“rules.” This lack of knowledge has led many individuals down paths that they otherwise
would not choose for themselves today, and most likely not for their children. Even a
minimal grasp of St. John Paul’s Theology of the Body can assist in the inevitable
conversations you will have with your children on these matters.

It is vital that you think about what you really believe about the place of sexuality in
human life and why. Your own sexual history will considerably influence how you feel about
sexual expression. If you were sexually active outside of marriage, you may find it difficult to
tell your child to wait until marriage. If you waited until marriage, you may fear that your
child will find you woefully outdated. Or you may find you are much more able to explain
the benefits of waiting until marriage by talking about how that strengthened your own
marriage.

Anticipate how you will respond if your child asks what you did. Whether or not you
answer the question directly depends on you. Some parents who were sexually active before



marriage decide at some point, usually when the child is older, to tell the truth. However, if
you fear that telling them will not be helpful to them or your relationship with them, it is not
necessary to reveal your own history. It is important that you consider how your answer will
impact future communication with your child. Be as honest as you can, not only about your
actions but also about your feelings, then and now, as well as about the consequences in your
own life and relationships. Children are naturally curious about Mom and Dad and how they
handled things.

Carefully consider how you will explain to your child why sex belongs in marriage. It
is not enough to just say that it does. In advance, make a list of reasons why you believe sex
belongs in marriage. Helping your children understand why will help them to make this
value their own. Think about how you will react to questions about not only where babies
come from but questions about oral sex, masturbation, family members who are not married
and have children, and many other issues that will arise. These questions are not just
possibilities — they are questions every child should talk about at some time with their
parent(s). If you ignore their initial questions, you may not get another chance. They will
sense your discomfort and go other places with their questions.

Talk often but not necessarily long.

When something related to sexuality comes up in a conversation, respond
appropriately but do not take every opportunity to preach or lecture. If you do, your child
will soon “tune” you out. Frequent matter of fact responses that state your values with
sensitivity to what they are concerned about will be sufficient.

Know their world.

Pay attention to the environment your children live in. Watch television with them. If
they have access to the internet, take an interest in what they enjoy. Given the many
sexualized messages in media, you will find many opportunities to engage your children in
conversation. Listen to their music with them and talk with them about what they enjoy.
When you are in the car, allow them to tune the radio and just listen. Ask them to explain
songs to you, objectionable ones or wonderful ones. Something about talking to Mom or Dad
about the music often teaches young people a great deal. It gives them a chance to talk about
what they believe and it gives you a chance to hear it. Resist the impulse to launch into a
lecture. Ask open-ended questions like:

What do you like about this song/movie/video?

Tell me the story of the song.

What do you think of the message of the song/movie/video?

‘How do you think that song makes women/men feel?



Take time when they want to talk.

Children often ask questions or make comments at very inopportune times. If you are
in a public place, tell your child you will talk later when you are alone —and do so at the
earliest opportunity. If you are not in a public place, make it a priority to respond as soon as
possible, preferably when they ask, because that is when they are most interested in your
answer. If you feel you don’t know how to answer, explain what you know and assure them
you will think more about it and talk more later. And do it! If you fail to come back and fully
respond, they will think you are uncomfortable and will be less likely to ask you again.

Take time to celebrate transitions with special times spent together. Growing up with
the accompanying body changes is usually a time of uncertainty and confusion for children.
Having a celebration says, “This is a good and wonderful thing.” Be honest about your own
struggles, fears, and discomforts when you were going through the same transitions. Children
usually like to know what it was like for you to go through the same things.

“To maintain a jovyful family
requires much from both the
parents and the children.
Fach member of the family
has to become, in a special way,
the servant of the others.”
Pope John Paul I1




Use correct terminology even when it makes you a little uncomfortable.

Sometimes, your parents may not have used correct terminology and therefore using it
is uncomfortable for you. Break the cycle by using the appropriate language that is correct
and respectful of the body as created by God. Remember that God created all the amazing
parts of your beautiful child and they are simply learning about God’s creation. This teaches
them to respectfully name their body and gives you an opportunity to teach them about
respecting their Circle of Grace. Be sure you explain any terms that are unclear. If you show
discomfort, you are sending them a negative message about their bodies that will not lead
them to respect and reverence themselves and others.

What is the real question?

Sometimes children ask a question to “test the water”. But there is a bigger question
they really want to know about that they either are hesitant to ask or cannot figure out how to
say. Gently listening and drawing them into a conversation is important. Respond to what
they ask, always watching for clues that they need more information or reassurance. They
need to know that it is OK to ask you anything. You should be their “expert” even if you
don’t feel like one. Otherwise, they will look for their answers someplace else.

Talk about risk behaviors.

Don’t wait too long to discuss risk behaviors like sexually transmitted diseases, broken
hearts, pregnancy, and the myriad consequences that result from early sexual activity. Many
parents are unaware how very early children are learning about sexuality from their peers and
the media. But much of their information is inaccurate and certainly not value-based. Talking
with your child about these things will not make them more likely to be sexually active. In
fact, studies show that children whose parents talk openly with them and communicate their
values are less likely to be sexually active.

Tell stories.

Recounting stories is a good way to communicate. Use the stories of friends,
acquaintances, a story from the news, even your own, if you are comfortable doing so. You
can change the details and names if you are concerned about them knowing who itis. A good
story communicates in very effective ways. And we all remember stories. Resist too much
explanation after you have talked about the values you are trying to communicate. In your
own life, you have been touched often by others who have suffered by their sexual choices.
Helping your children to understand that sex outside of marriage can result in painful
consequences is important.

Talk about humans.

When you talk about human sexuality, talk about human beings. As obvious as this
may seem, countless stories exist about parents who tried to explain the “birds and the bees”
by talking about birds and bees. Children need to learn about their bodies and those of the
opposite sex by talking with you about human bodies. When correct language is used, you are
honoring yourselves and your bodies as created by God. Of course, all such conversations
must happen in the context of the child’s age and level of understanding. However, consider



that children often have access to information about sexuality long before you did at their
same age.

Create a trusting relationship

Children and teens need appropriate limits and boundaries. These help them to know
they are cared for. It is appropriate to know where your child is and to expect that they
communicate with you if plans change. They should be faithful to the time they agreed to
return and open and honest about their activities.

Discuss together why you are establishing the limit, rule, etc. Always make their safety
and well-being the true priority and communicate that to them. Help them to see that limits
will help them remember who they are and that they are loved.

As children grow, the respect between parent and child must also grow. Balancing
appropriate boundaries and trust is not simple. However, if children feel they are not trusted,
they will not be trustworthy. Asking detailed questions of an adolescent after every outing
says, “I'm not sure I trust you so I have to check up on you.” That is not to say that an
interested inquiry like “Was the movie good?” is inappropriate. Children should know that
their parents care about them and their activities. But interrogation on a regular basis does not
lead to an increase in the trust in the relationship. Tell your children that the trust between
you is very special and that you hope they appreciate that too.

If your child violates your trust, do not hesitate to let him/her know that you are very
disappointed and that it will take some time to rebuild that trust. Additional boundaries (a
more restrictive curfew, greater supervision, or other rules) may be appropriate until you are
again confident that he/she can be trusted. This is all part of helping children understand that
trust in relationships is fragile and important. It will help to prepare them to value trust in
adulthood.

Respect your child’s desire for some privacy, especially as they get older. That does not
mean that you never go in their room, put their clothes away, or look in a drawer for a
something. What this means is you do not intentionally “snoop” around. You do not
routinely rummage through drawers, closets, etc. You demonstrate trust, treating them as you
would have liked to be treated at their age. It is important for your child to understand that
you will check all their technical devices, phones and accounts to make sure they are safe.

Connect sexuality and spirituality.

Grow in your own understanding of the relationship between sexuality and
spirituality. Help your children to understand sexuality is a basic component of personality in
and through which each of us relates to God, self, and others. It is a wonderful gift of God
which enables each of us, through our bodies, to lovingly and respectfully care for one
another. As your children grow in appreciation of and respect for their bodies and the bodies
of others, help them to understand why sexual activity belongs in marriage. Help them to see
that waiting until marriage will lead to self-respect, commitment, and intimacy — not to
mention a better sexual relationship in marriage.

Tell the truth.



Always tell the truth. Don’t exaggerate to frighten them into or away from certain
behaviors. If you are unsure how much to say, particularly to a very young child, respond to
only the question they have asked. If they want more information and you have taken time to
honestly respond, they will continue to ask about what they really want to know. On the
other hand, by keeping your first response simple, you may have satisfied their curiosity for
now and they may later — days, months, or years — return for more information.

Do not hesitate to honestly explain the consequences of sex outside of marriage. While
very young children may not need detailed information, certainly by junior high, young
people need to hear from their parents about the negative consequences of pre-marital sexual
activity. Do not expect that they are receiving accurate information elsewhere about sexually
transmitted disease, emotional harm, and pregnancy. Educate yourself and them. Their
future happiness and choices depend on it.
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Theology of the Body Resources

Introduction

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MgXkNya6AOc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dFw1VjuQvDI

“Freedom of the Gift,” by Anastasia Northrop (Our Father’s Will Communications)
Theology of the body basics

“Theology of the Body Made Simple,” by Father Anthony Percy

“Theology of the Body for Beginners, Revised Edition,” by Christopher West

“Men, Women and the Mystery of Love: Practical Insights from John Paul II's “Love and
Responsibility,”

“Body and Gift,” by Sam Torode

“God’s Plan For You: Life, Love, Marriage and Sex (The Theology of the Body for Young
People),” by David Hajduk

“Theology of His Body and Theology of Her Body” (Teens), by Jason Evert

Going Deeper

“Theology of the Body Explained,” by Christopher West

“Crossing the Threshold of Love: A New Vision of Marriage,” by Mary Shivanandan
“Discovering the Feminine Genius: Every Woman'’s Journey,” by Katrina Zeno

“The Christian Meaning of Human Sexuality,” by Father Paul Quay

“Pope John Paul II's Theology of the Body: What It Means, Why it Matters,” by Father
Richard Hogan

Looking to go deeper into the philosophical, theological, psychological and
cultural roots and ramifications of the theology of the body? Then check out
these top-notch scholars and speakers as well.




Father Brian Bransfield, executive director of the U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops
Secretariat for Evangelization and Catechesis;

Mary Beth Bonacci, author, speaker and founder of Real Love;

Philip Mango, psychotherapist and president of St. Michael’s Institute for Human
Sciences;

Gregory Popcak, Catholic counselor and founder of the Pastoral Solutions Institute;
Janet Smith, author and Father Michael J. McGivney Chair in Life Ethics, Sacred Heart
Major Seminary, Detroit;

Edward Sri, author and professor at the Augustine Institute in Denver;

Michael Waldstein, Max Seckler professor of theology at Ave Maria University and
translator of the definitive edition of Pope John Paul II's theology of the body, “Man and
Woman He Created Them.”
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