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Everyone in the catechetical world is talking about it -- the revolutionary approach to Catholic sexual morality known as “Theology of the Body.”  Nearly every catechist has heard (or at least heard of) Christopher West, the dynamic, life-changing speaker who has carried the theology of the body message to thousands of young adult audiences around the world.  In addition, many youth ministers and high school religion teachers have adopted, or considered adopting, the high school text Theology of the Body for Teens written by Jason and Crystalina Evert with Brian Butler. 
In contrast, few catechists seem to have even heard about the document Catechetical Formation in Chaste Living, which was published by the USCCB in 2008.  That catechists are not even aware of the Chaste Living document may be explained by its subtitle: “Guidelines for Curriculum Design and Publication,” which would seem to indicate that the document is not meant for them.  But even a cursory reading indicates that the message of the Chaste Living document is meant not just for publishers, but for all who have a role in the faith formation of children and adolescents: primarily parents, then pastors, teachers, catechists, and youth ministers.  
Certainly the “Theology of the Body”, the name given to Pope John Paul II’s profound teachings on human love and sexuality, ought to be the basis for any catechesis on those topics.   However, it is my contention that the catechist needs a more direct access to the theology than that provided by the Christopher West lectures, workshops, and books, wonderful and exciting as these are.  
A thorough study of all of Pope John Paul’s writings on the topic would be daunting, as it would have to include several of his pastoral letters and encyclicals, especially Familiaris Consortio and Veritatis Splendor, as well as the presentations he gave during his weekly general audiences from 1979-1984. (The latter have been collected in the 600 page book entitled Theology of the Body. Pauline books, 1997.) Especially important to the catechist’s study would be two smaller documents that present John Paul’s sexual theology as it directly applies to the work of the educator: The Truth and Meaning of Human Sexuality promulgated by the Pontifical Council of the Family in 1995, and Educational Guidance in Human Love, written by John Paul II himself in 1983 in conjunction with the Sacred Congregation for Catholic Education.  And finally, the catechist’s study should include the book Love and Responsibility, published in 1960 by Karol Wojtyla before he was elected as pope.
I suspect that few catechists would have time to undertake this vast study.  However, I propose that there is another approach to the Theology of the Body, one which is short, accessible, and authoritative, namely the 2008 Bishops’ document: Catechetical Formation in Chaste Living.  This brief 25-page document offers the catechetical world a structured approach to Pope John Paul II’s profound teachings on human sexuality.  Because nearly every paragraph in the document footnotes one of the documents listed above, a chastity education program following the Chaste Living document would indeed be a program based on the Theology of the Body.  The document offers the catechist an easy-to-follow, down to earth roadmap for giving young people the chastity formation that is so badly needed in today’s sexual morass.   I am convinced that the Chaste Living document should be given much greater attention than it is currently receiving from the catechetical world, at least as much attention as the 2002 Safe Environment mandate and the 2008 Curriculum Framework.   

So what would be the components of such a program – a program that provides “catechetical formation in chaste living” according to the teachings of Pope John Paul II?  A brief overview of the Chaste Living document indicates that it would
1) present Authentic Love as the goal of chastity formation

2) promote positive loving relationships both in family life and in friendship
3) define chastity as the power of authentic love to channel and control sexuality
4) emphasize sexuality as a gift (“self-giving love”) to be shared only in marriage  
5) require the ongoing cultivation of virtues (character strengths):  the virtue of chastity itself along with a constellation of supporting virtues needed to develop a loving and chaste lifestyle
6) call for the partnership of parents and catechists in the formation of children for chastity
7) span pre-school through grade twelve; be taught in stages; be age- appropriate at each level  
Authentic Love

The main focus of the Theology of the Body is love.  According to John Paul II, love is the fundamental and innate vocation of every human being.  Sexuality education in John Paul II’s framework is always education in love.  The Chaste Living document uses the phrase “authentic love” to distinguish it from the many counterfeits of love found in today’s culture.  It reminds us that we human beings are created for love, created “to receive God’s love in order to love God, ourselves, and our neighbor; and to receive love from others.” CFCL I A1   As parents and educators, our principle role is to teach our children to love – they must learn gradually both how to receive love and how to give it.  This is the core lesson that underlies everything else we adults teach our children at every moment of their waking lives.  Their entire happiness in life, their fulfillment as human beings, will depend on how well they learn this primary lesson.  
Loving Relationships


Children learn to love by being involved in loving relationships. The first and most basic “environment of love” [CFCL II C3] is provided by the family, and this loving environment is to be extended by catechists and teachers through their own love and concern for their students. [CFCL II C2]  A secondary but also important way in which children learn how to love is through their friendship relationships.  John Paul places much emphasis on the relationship of friendship, equating it with self-giving.  It is through friendship, he says, that the child develops the capacity to recognize and love persons for themselves, rather than as objects to be used.  Thus guiding children in developing healthy friendships ought also to be seen as part of the catechetical agenda.  
The development of family love and healthy authentic friendships is an indispensible prerequisite in preparing children for the love relationship of marriage, or, correspondingly, for the love commitment needed in a celibate lifestyle.   The Truth and Meaning document states it this way: “Education for authentic love implies education in right relationships.  Young people should be taught how to enter into healthy relationships with God, with their parents, with their brothers and sisters, with their companions of the same or opposite sex, and with adults.” TM   par 53
Chastity

John Paul’s sexuality documents present chastity in a way that is positive, that is easy to understand, and that applies equally to persons of every age and state of life.  In the Chaste Living document, chastity is defined as the virtue that “helps us direct our sexuality and sexual desires toward authentic love and away from using persons as objects for sexual pleasure.”  Contrary to the concept of chastity that most of us grew up with, the document insists that “chastity is not a matter of repression of sexual feelings and temptations.” CFCL I A23   Rather, it is “the successful integration of the gift of sexuality within the whole person. …To integrate the gift of sexuality means to make it subordinate to love and respect.” CFCL I A23   This “full integration of sexuality” is a task required by persons in all states of life: married persons, singles, and consecrated celibates. CFCL I A21
Self-gift


The concept of authentic love as self-gift, a primary teaching of the theology of the body, is found throughout the Chaste Living document.  Marriage is defined as a “lifelong communion of a man and a woman constituted by a mutual gift of self.”  CFCL I A 29  The document focuses on the long process needed to prepare young people for adulthood, calling it a gradual growth in “generous and self-giving love.”  CFCL I A15  Such growth includes cultivating the spiritual power needed to “free love from selfishness and aggression.” CFCL I A20   Among the benefits of chastity listed by the document are these:  “…the discipline to renounce self, make sacrifices, and wait;” “…a life that revolves around self-giving love;” and “…freedom from all forms of self-centeredness.” CFCL I A25   John Paul’s writings regularly connect the concept of self-gift with the concept of freedom.  “The whole meaning of true freedom, and self-control which follows from it, is thus directed toward self-giving in communion and friendship with God and with others.” TM 8 
Cultivation of Virtue

A unique aspect of the Chaste Living document is the emphasis given to the cultivation of virtue.  Chastity is possible only if surrounded by a constellation of other virtues that govern our actions, order our passions, and guide our conduct.  The first school of virtue is, of course, the family.  “When the family is providing real educational support and encouraging the exercise of all the virtues, education for chastity is made easy…”  TM 9   The Chaste Living document refers often to the cardinal and theological virtues, and includes many virtues related to them, particularly naming: respect, self-mastery, compassion, tolerance, generosity, decency, modesty, and a spirit of sacrifice.  It states that such virtues are acquired “as a result of education, by deliberate acts, and by perseverance in morally good acts.” CFCL I A14  The cultivation of virtue, the document indicates, is a life-long process, a process that can be greatly helped by a well-developed catechetical program.  
In my own ministry, I have found that the work of the character education specialists, particularly Dr. Thomas Lickona, has been most helpful in showing how to help young people to develop strong virtues and personal character strengths.
Parent/Catechist Partnership

The Chaste Living document resolves a problem that has for years vexed catechists and youth ministers, namely: the dilemma concerning who has the responsibility for sexuality education, parents or catechists.  The authors of the Chaste Living document resolve this conflict by making a distinction between sexuality education and catechetical formation.  The former, the presenting of concrete information on the biology of human sexuality, is primarily the responsibility of the parents.  The latter, the cultivation of the virtues that enable a person to live a chaste life, is a responsibility shared by the entire faith community, particularly catechists and teachers.  CFCL II A6  The document goes so far as to make this parent/catechist partnership a mandate.  “Assisting parents … in the formation of their children for chaste living is essential to their formation in the faith and should be mandatory in Catholic schools and in parish religious education and youth ministry programs.”  CFCL intro, (emphasis added)   
I would like to see this mandate receiving at least as much attention in the catechetical world as that currently being afforded to the Safe Environment mandate.
Age-appropriate

Following the lead of the earlier John Paul catechetical documents, the Chaste Living document states that chastity education should not be delayed until puberty but should span all of the years from preschool through twelfth grade. CFCL Intro   Formation in Chaste Living “is best taught in stages according to each child’s age and maturity.”  CFCL II C3   Regarding the catechetical process, the document calls for “sound principles of catechetical methodology that reflect the diversity of age, maturity, culture, race, and ethnicity.” CFCL II D7   The document refers to the National Catechetical Directory for Catechesis and The Truth and Meaning of Human Sexuality for detailed guidelines on sound catechetical methodology.
Violations of Chastity

Of course John Paul’s theology of sexuality also deals with sexual sin, but sin is not the focus of his theology.  The Chaste Living document lists the violations of chastity only after listing the positive components of chastity education and the benefits of chastity.  Under the title “Special Issues of Concern,” Section B provides an entire paragraph on each of these issues: pornography, contraception, premarital and extramarital sex, divorce, cohabitation, sexual abuse, homosexual activity, same-sex marriage, and reproductive technology.  In dealing with these issues, the document states, “the teaching of the Church must be presented with clarity.”  At the same time, the document calls for “pastoral compassion” in dealing with persons who struggle with these issues.  CFCL I B 
As a catechetical leader, I would want to be sure that these negative issues not be given undue emphasis in the chastity curriculum.  I would recommend that they be introduced only after the young people have been well-formed in the positive, theological understanding of chastity that is outlined in the first part of the document.
Some pointers on implementing the Chaste Living Document 
(or “How Are We Going to Do All That?”) 

The introduction to the Chaste Living document states clearly what the Bishops of the United States intend: they see this document as a guide for publishers and catechetical leaders in developing curriculum for children from pre-school through twelfth grade. The guidelines presented in the document are to be helpful for parents, catechists, and teachers as they perform their respective roles in the “crucial and delicate task” of teaching children to live chastely.   
For the catechist the questions become: HOW?  WHEN?  In the limited time allotted for religious education classes, how does one teach the assigned catechetical curriculum, prepare young people for sacraments, provide the mandatory “safe environment” training, teach the details required in the new Curriculum Framework, and now add the curriculum called for in the Catechetical Formation in Chaste Living?
I am offering what might be considered an outrageous proposal.  I propose that Learning about L.I.F.E. (Ave Maria Press, 2005), the little program that Kathie Amidei and I developed in response to the Safe Environment mandate, offers both a model and the content needed to fulfill this new Chaste Living mandate.  
The L.I.F.E. program calls for a once-a-year gathering of the children of each specific age level with their parents.  During this gathering, a trained facilitator guides a process by which the parents discuss with their own children the four kinds of human relationships represented by the acronym L.I.F.E. : Love (family love, commitment), Infatuation (sexual attraction, falling-in-love), Friendship (peer relationships), and Exploitation (experiences in which one person “uses” another, found in any of the three positive categories.)  
The parent-child discussions with younger children center on family love and the virtues needed to be a loving family.  In the middle school years the discussion includes friendship and the virtues that are needed for, and developed through, positive interaction with one’s peers and the broader school and civic community.  Finally, as the children enter puberty, the discussion focuses on relationships that are precipitated by sexual attraction and fosters the personal virtues needed to channel sexuality toward love and respect and away from using persons.  These discussions with their parents are designed to help the adolescents to value the gift of sexuality, to build the character strengths needed to control their sexual urges, and to firmly resolve that sexual activity be used only as an expression of self-giving love and only within marriage.  Moreover these discussions themselves help to strengthen the parent-child bond so necessary for the safe navigation of the tumultuous teen years.  
A curriculum such as the L.I.F.E. program, based on the principles of the Chaste Living document, provides an ideal context in which to teach the mandatory Safe Environment agenda to children and adolescents.  In such a program the concept of sexual abuse can be introduced against the backdrop of positive, loving relationships.  In such a program, the partnership between parents and teachers is also evident, as parents are guided by their catechetical leaders in discussing these important concepts with their own children.   And the children receive much needed guidance from their families and faith communities in the life-long process of building positive, loving relationships and avoiding those that are negative and destructive.  
A family-based K-through-12 curriculum, like the one that I have described here, would fulfill two mandates from the United States Bishops:  the 2002 Safe Environment mandate and the 2008 Chaste Living mandate.  Such a program would offer a basis by which our children would be much better prepared, once they reach young adulthood, to understand the profound theological concepts of Pope John Paul II’s Theology of the Body.
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