Children can begin to learn from their youngest years
that life and love are precious gifts. They can begin to
realize that some forms of behavior do not honestly
express what love calls for. Hence, parents do well in
educating their children and forming in them ways of
living that stress the centrality of love.

In teaching children not to behave immodestly, and not to watch
television shows or go to movies that offend Christian ideals,
t.hey should know that they are not simply being negative. For in these important
matters they are indeed teaching children what love should be like, and what true
love must do and what it must avoid. All teaching of commandments is rooted in
love. That 1s why the book of Deuteronomy urges us to be concerned with the
commandments:

“Hear, O Israel! The Lorp our God is one Lorp; and you shall love
the Lorp your God with all your hearts, and with all your soul, and
with all your might. And these words which I command you this day
shall be upon your heart; and you shall teach them diligently to your
children, and shall talk of them when you sit in your house, and when
you walk by the way, and when you lie down, and when you rise. And
you shall bind them as a sign upon your head, and they shall be as
frontlets between your eyes. And you shall write them on the door-
posts of your house and on your gates” (Deuteronomy 6:4-9).

Time and patient persistence are needed in teaching love and in shaping lives in
the ways of love. Teaching children how they should guide their affections and disci-
pline their pursuit of pleasures takes strong and gentle direction, as Deuteronomy
suggests and parents experience. Children need to love and to be loved; but they are
also aftracted to things and experiences that simply please them. Therefore, they
need to learn how to direct their drives in the service of what they gradually realize is
required by love. This is foundational in sexuality education. With little children,
genital sexuality need not be much discussed, but the principles that will help them
direct their love, feelings, and free choices need to be sown.

Before we learn to live as love requires and to direct our drives wisely, we tend to
be torn. We wish both to love and be loved, and also to have gratifications and
express hostilities that militate against love. Growth is toward integration: toward
finding ways in which all our affective responses need to be integrated, in the service
of the love in which we seek to grow.,

If parents and educators are to lead children toward this kind of personal integra-
tion, they themselves need to have learned to direct their own emotions, drives, and
feelings, putting them in the service of what authentic love requires. These teachers
should have the mastery of their love and their drives, not in repressing them, but in
having possession of them and the ability to integrate their love, feelings, and drives in
ways that reverence the teachings of faith and the inner requirements of honest love.

Catholic parents wish to help their children lead lives in accord with their faith. To *
be helpful guides toward = life in accord with faith, parents must themselves have
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taken possession of their own faith, and have learned to lead their lives in the good
ways that faith teaches. Children will hardly believe that they must resist strong pres-
sures toward unchaste ways of living if their parents seem to have judged that such
efforts are not required of themselves. Hence, education in chaste living for the young
must be rooted in Christian families and in a Christian community that seeks to un-
derstand and live in the light of faith.

Parental role in educating children
Parents and other family members play essential roles in helping children realize
that they are deeply loved and that their own love for parents and others is precious.
Family members help the child gradually realize that emotions that sometimes seem
so turbulent can gradually be brought under personal control and put in the service of
love.

Thus, it is within the family context that children absorb a sense of their own
sexuality; that is, they are of their very nature inclined toward loving and being loved,
toward having feelings and emotions that affect the innermost depths of their lives. In
the home they learn that love and affection are good and not to be repressed. But
love needs wise direction. Parents help children begin to grasp how love needs to be
guided and how feelings need to be brought under personal control for life to have
the goodness and joyfulness they seek.

Important, too, are the attitudes that young children have toward their own
bodies and toward being the boys or girls that they are. The intelligent and bal-
anced attitudes of parents toward the sexuality of their children and toward their
own sexuality shape the attitudes of children far more than any verbal instructions
could.

All recent Church statements on education in sexuality for children stress the
centrality of the parental role in this education. Hence the primary focus of these
Guidelines lies with the family as the most appropriate setting for all children’s edu-
cation in the area of human sexuality.

These Guidelines have been prepared for parents and family members to apprise
them of all the normal needs for education in human sexuality at various levels of
physical growth and development.

In the diocese and in individual parishes, programs need to be shaped and re-
sources need to be made available to assist parents in their impor-

tant task of guiding their children well in these areas. The purpose

fcimily context
that children
absorb a sense of
their own
sexuadiity. . ..
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it is within the of this education in human sexuality is by no means to replace the

parents in the education of their own children, but to help them
carry out their own irreplaceable role well.

The Church supports, assists, and encourages parents in their
role as the primary educators of their children. The positive influ-
ences which parents have planted in the hearts of their children are
most important. They are reinforced through the positive teaching
of the Church about the meaning of sexuality, the responsibilities of
chaste Jove and the respect always to be given to human life and love.
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Content specific fo age level
Pre-Birth

Education in sexuality begins in a sense even before birth. Even unborn children
are affected by the care given them. The ways in which the child is touched and
formed by affection and tender love even before birth are still being

explored, but the reverence and love shown for the child in the womb is
certainly important.

Moreover, when parents realize that their “trinity-on-earth” (father, A child who has
mother, child) reflects the divine Trinity, when they see that creative experienced love
role as having sacred and creative dimensions, and when they reverence '
each other in the role they have had in bringing the child into being, they and care has
are preparing themselves to guide the attitudes and hearts of their chil- | received the
dren well. Their positive attitude toward their own sexuality, when they :
reflect on the greatness of having children, should continue through the strong foundation
years to have a happy effect on the children’s own psychosexual devel- | necessary 1o deal

opment. with stressful

Their own chastity and modesty affect the way they treat their chil- situations
dren, and communicate to them, even in infancy, the attitudes and affec- .
tions which are of great importance for their development. 1'I'WC'UQhOU'I'_ life.

Birth to Three Years

One of the most important means of shaping a child’s affective life
well is enabling the child to realize how deeply he or she is loved. A child who has
experienced love and care has received the strong foundation necessary to deal with
stressful situations throughout life.

All the loving manifestations of parenthood: attending the needs, showing affec-
tion, playing with the child, guarding him or her from dangers both by action and by
insisting on some kinds of conduct, serve to provide a balanced emotional growth.
From the earliest days, the child’s moral development is enhanced by careful training
even in such areas as motor skills and personal safety. The “No!” given to an action
that is physically harmful is the precedent to the “No!” to actions that are morally
harmful. Children can come to realize that even when they are forbidden to act as
strong feelings might incline them, they are being loved, cared for, and protected by

“those who love them. Self-esteem need not be harnmed by firm but loving instruc-
tions. i

Self-respect grows as the child realizes that the efforts made in toilet-training and -
other forms of self-discipline pay off. The self-possession acquired and the esteem
merited are early evidences of the advantages of guiding life intelligently. The first
steps of control over the body taken under the parents’ loving guidance become early
patterns for education in virtue.

Three to Seven Years

In these years the child should be helped to leam prayer, to begin to grasp the
roots of a moral life, and to grow in a healthy attitude toward love.

Interest in sexuality in these days is on the simple level of early childhood. But
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children’s questions about their reproductive organs, about the origin of babies,
and about other related matters should be answered with the truth and simplicity
that is proper for their age. We would not project on their questions the same
meaning that the questions older children have. At a very early age children should
gently be taught modesty. This is helped by the use of age-appropriate words for
speaking of bodily parts and functions. What the parents aim at is helping children
come to healthy attitudes toward elemental human thmgs not at an understanding
beyond their age.

Seven to Ten Years
In these often relatively tranquil years before puberty (“the years of innocence”
as described by Pope John Paul I in Familiaris Consortio, n. 37), there can be
much important growth in the child, much development in attitudes and convic-
tions and traits of character that will serve them well in later times of stress. Par-
ents in these years should seek to help their children grow in faith and in prayer, in
self-possession (in learning and experiencing that one can master drives that could
create turmoil in life), in awareness of their personal importance to God and to all
who love them. Before adolescence, children must be deeply convinced that they
are loved by their parents, and that this love is strong. Love often has to require
. and to help them not to do things that seem attractive but are in

fact hurtful for them.

The Christian family
atmosphere
should protect the

child in these years.

The Christian family atmosphere should protect the child in these
years. Catholic homes ought not simply accept the cultural pres-
sures that in various ways stir up unsuitable interest in genital sexu-
ality or permit intrusion into the life of the child by media presenta-
tions of sexuality that do not respect human dignity and right val-

ues. Parental care should keep a concerned eye on the television

habits of children as well as on the movies they see.

Parents should be concerned about the friendships their children have and the kind
of language their children begin to use. Parents need to give calm guidance in years of
premature tensions. There should be encouragement to achieve the normal strengths of
these years: times when hobbies, appropriate friendships, and growth in ordinary inter-
ests of young boys and girls are allowed to flourish before the specific interests of
adolescence create a new situation.

Without pressing children to be concerned about sexual questions that do not
deeply concern them, parents can and should give right and appropriate answers to
specific questions. If children are concerned with the physical developments that
take place in those a few years older than themselves and are interested in their own
future growth, simple and right answers should be given. These answers should not
press further than the child’s interest suggests. In our times, children often get very
much information about sexuality at early ages from a variety of sources, and not
always in helpful ways. Parents should be a source of tranquility for their children,
helping them to manage what they hear ard to understand what they have concerns
about, without seeking to stir up anxious concerns before the child wishes to be
helped. “This period of tranquility and serentiy must never be disturbed by unneces-
sary information about sex . . . prudent formation in chaste love during this period
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should be indirect, in preparation for puberty, when direct information will be neces-
sary” (The Truth and Meaing of Human Sexuality, n. 78).

Ten to Fourteen Years _

These years, too, can be good years of growth for children, especially if earlier
years have been blessed by good guidance. During these years gender identity tends
to be solidified, and there is great need that each child have the presence and support
of both parents during this phase of growth. In an age of broken families, the Church
needs to be a supportive larger family that helps single-parent families and other
homes that have special burdens to find good and wise ways to give direction in
circumstances that are not easy.

As adolescence approaches, difficult emotional problems often arise. As young
people seek to establish their own identity, they can have hostility toward parents,
excessive dependence on peers, and times of anxious rebellion. But these years also
have their important strengths. Wise parents, getting assistance also from those who
know well the ways of young people, can appeal to young teenagers’ senses of fair-
ness and idealism and to the faith that has been already implanted in their children’s
hearts, to maintain the love and the shared concern to help the adolescent master the
problems of new times with a strong heart.

As friendships between members of opposite sexes begin, and young love begins
to reveal itself, parents need to draw on the resources of their own mature and bal-
anced sexuality to understand and to be able to help their children meet the complex
realities of a2 new life with realism and unselfish goodness of heart. When relation-
ships between children and parents are good, the concern and vigilance parents have
for the important but delicate new dimensions of their children’s lives can be ac-
cepted with a certain peace.
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Adolescence is a time of intense physical, emotional,
intellectual, and spiritual growth. Young people are
pressured by many influences in these years. Peers,
media, and countless cultural forces exert theirimpact.

But adolescence is not simply a chaotic and puzzling time. It is
also a time when young people can grow well and begin to inte-
grate freely into their lives the values they have been taught even
in earlier years. But adolescents need assistance from parents and
others who love them, who seek to understand them, and who know how to speak to
- thern wisely of the authentic human values that faith rightly commends.

Normal impulses and feelings experienced by adolescents, amplified by the media
. and other resources of an erotic age, could lead these young people toward sexnal
_ experimentation and expression in ways that are both morally wrong and personally
- disastrous. Parents and religious educators owe these young people assistance by
- their words and by the example of their own lives.

. Parental teaching. Parents must help adolescents begin to understand personally
- the sensible and helpful things faith speaks to them about such things as dating, in-
fatuation, physical affection, and sexual orientation. In an age that misunderstands
sex so badly, parents should help their adolescent children to grasp well what sex is
really all about, and why God has blessed us with our sexuality.

Parents should help their children understand that the moral teachings of the faith
concerning sexuality are not irrational impositions, but intelligent defenses of reali-
ties that children themselves can see are important: homes, families, children, endur-
ing love. Adolescents indeed need the support and cooperation of their concerned
parents and of pastoral leaders. When intelligent efforts are made, parents are abie to
speak persuasively to their adolescent children of the value of personal modesty, the
avoidance of sexually suggestive situations and entertainment, and they can lend
their support and knowledge to adolescents as they enter an age of difficult moral
choices.

FParental example. But parental teaching also depends, as all teaching in lives of
virtue and faith does, on the form of life of the parents. Parents’ love for their chil-
dren should strengthen parents themselves in leading lives of generous love and of
chaste self-possession that will not only enrich their own lives, but also give their
children indispensable belps in living with intelligent love in a disordered time.

Parents can serve as models of Christian marriage, and of the attractiveness of
generous love. This strong parental example can help their children withstand pres-
sures from some peers and from the contemporary world.

Since a chaste life is not easily lived without the supports of faith and grace,
parents should see to it that their teens realize how important the practices of faith
.. are to their parents. When parents themselves attend Mass regularly, receive the
" sacraments devoutly, bring thoughtful prayer into the home, and reveal how much
~ strength and satisfaction faith brings to their lives, they give priceless help to their
... children.
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Catechists and youth ministers. Catechists and youth ministers can affirm and
support for adolescents the Christian values of their parents. They can do this by
instruction, by helping the young to find good role models, by assisting young people
to be supports to one another, and by the example of their own faith and lives.

A primary task of the catechist-youth minister is wise instruction in the Catholic
vision of sexuality, in the meaning of Gospel morality, and in the authentic nature of
conscience and of sound conscience formation.

Christian morality is not merely a set of rules. It is rooted in personal love, in the
appreciation for the priceless value of each person, and in the human

goods needed for personal fulfillment. Christian sexual morality is not
a matter of repression and taboos, but of understanding how indis-
pensable are the great human goods that sexuality was made to serve | Parents can serve
(such realities as enduring and generous personal love, the family, the as models of

value of children, the understanding of God, and of the meaning of life L
that flows from an intelligent grasp of sexuatlity). Christian

Youth ministers assist the young also by helping them to find good mc:rricge, and of

role models and in supporting one another in taking possession of an the atiractiveness

intelligent view of love and sexuality.
. of generous love.
The world is by no means devoid of good models. Young people

often need the help of strong role models to realize that they are by no

means alone in wanting to have a form of life that is compatible with

the vision of the Gospel. Educatiorn should not be entirely abstract. It should make
known the stories of thoughtful and strong people who live vigorous Christian lives
in a wide variety of ways. It should provide help toward discovering the literature
and entertainment that assist young people to experience the reality of the excellent
kinds of life not often featured by the mass media.

They assist the young people also by their own strong love for them, and by the
courage with which they hearten young people to become responsible for shaping
their own lives, and in supporting one another in larger peer groups.

Specific areas of guidance and instruction. Catechists and youth ministers have
much to say about a Christian vision of sexuality to assist adolescents.

They should teach students in early high school years what is most needed to help
them live chaste lives. They should teach them clearly and sensitively what faith teaches
us about the meaning and purposes of sexuality, and how sexuality is related to com-
municated and enduring love, and to the family. They should teach such matters as
Catholic teaching on masturbation, premarital and extramarital sex, and contraception.
But such education should be accompanied by a realistic explanation of the kinds of -
supports faith provides, so that what is taught is rightly seen as entirely possible, hu-
man, and a real defense of their personal dignity and of fundamental human goods.

They should be helped to acquire a Christian understanding of such contemporary
issues as AIDS and homosexuality. They should be taught their right not to be ex-
ploited or victimized. They should be helped to see the equality and complementarity
of the sexes.
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Teachers should help adolescents realize the good sense of the Christian vision of
sexuality. Sexuality is clearly not a trivial matter. It enters deeply into our very being,
and into the meaning of our lives. Sexual activity is not intended to be a casual and
passing pleasure, indulged in thoughtlessly. Rather it is made to go with enduring
love, with the promises, the generosity, and the responsibilities of marriage. It is
intimately connected to the gifts of God that enable love to be responsible and last-
ing.

In late high school years they should be given excellent education in the family.
They should be taught the meaning of marriage, the importance of the home, and the
rewards that chastity brings in enduring love, in guarding children, and in serving
generous and deeply rewarding forms of life.

This education on the family and the home must be concrete and persuasive. Catho-
lic teaching on marriage and its precions goals, the tragedy of di-

vorce, and the helps given to life by the sacrament of marriage need
to be presented with concreteness and persuasiveness. One can speak

Happily. genuine
freedom and
the intelligent
guidance
derived from the
Gospel go well
together.

of such things in an age of broken homes and single-parent families
without any lack of reverence or respect for those whose home
lives are not ideal. Charity finds ways of speaking strongly but gra-
ciously all that is needed to encourage young people to pursue
patterns of life that really work.

Adolescents need to be taught forcefully the truth that every

- person’s life is meaningful. God has a personal concern for each

one, and each has a vocation. The married life is itself a sublime
vocation, and in teaching it one can come also to teach realistically
the other vocations to the priesthood and religious life or to the

single state. These other vocations too are given by God as sup-
- ports to the lives of ordinary people, to the home, and to the young,

and to the support of the whole Christian family in the vision of
love that all need to have lives illumined by the Gospel.

A challenging but rewarding task. Adolescents are becoming more capable of
serious thinking and challenging argumentation. To teach them is to teach people
whose thoughts and interests are far more complex than those of children. Their lives
are becoming richer. They want more intense and focused guidance from parents and
catechists at a complex time in their lives, but they also want more freedom and
greater independence.

Happily, genuine freedom and the intelligent guidance derived from the Gospel go
well together. To help young people see that the ideals we draw for them are what
their own hearts long for may not be an easy task. But serious parents and teachers
know that the young people they keep close to are capable of great things. With the
assistance of friends in the faith young people today can take personal possession of
the vision that faith makes possible for them.
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