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I was recently reviewing the section on sexuality in the National Directory for Catechesis and was struck by the phrase “education for love.”  The last point of the section reads: “…information regarding sexuality is provided in the broadest context of education for love  (NDC, p 178).”   I find the phrase to be extremely compelling: “education for love” is the perfect context for sexuality education.  And I am further convinced that “education for love” can and should be the context for the entire catechetical enterprise.


A religious formation program based on education for love would help to create an environment in which children would come to understand who they are as persons, as members of a family, as friends, as classmates, as male or female, as independent individuals, as members of a community, as citizens, and, most especially, as children of a loving God.  To name education for love as a foundational goal of a program acknowledges, furthermore, that learning to love doesn’t just happen.  Children and adolescents need to be taught about loving relationships: how they are formed and maintained, how they are damaged and repaired, and what they require of all parties involved in them.  Children also need to learn to distinguish between relationships that are positive and life-giving and those that are negative and destructive.


I was probably caught by the phrase “education for love” because it resonates with the catechetical convictions that have guided my teaching and writing for many years.  I firmly believe that children and teens need relationship education as the foundation for all discussion of morality and character development, especially sexuality education.   For years I have been teaching young people to understand relationships using a framework based on the acronym LIFE, which distinguishes between three different kinds of positive, loving relationships -- Love (as in family love), Infatuation (as in falling-in-love), and Friendship -- and a fourth relationship, Exploitation, which is the negative counterpoint of any of the positive three.  (See “Sex and the Teenager”,  Ave Maria Press)

More recently I have been explaining the life-long process of growing in love using a diagram made up of three intersecting circles, representing family love, friendship, and infatuation.  In the overlapping center of the three circles is a small stick figure, ME, the individual person.   Relational development entails learning how to balance the need and desire to belong in each of the three circles, with the desire to be myself in each of the three kinds of relationships represented by them.  Exploitation occurs whenever the balance is thrown off – when the demands of the “other(s)” impinge on the rights and freedom of the self, or vice versa, when the individual ME acts in ways that fail to respect the rights and freedom of the other(s) in the circle.


It is this balancing process that is named in the familiar words of the Golden Rule.  It is stated even more clearly in the second Great Commandment: You shall love your neighbor as you love yourself.   Perhaps the most important word in that commandment is the little word “as”.  God wants me to love others, to love myself, and to keep these two loves in balance.  The commandment tells me that I am to weigh my own rights, needs, and desires against the rights, needs and desires of the other.  Growth in moral maturity requires that I establish a balance between two essential human needs: belonging and being myself.  Moral development presents a day-to-day challenge which is lived out quite differently in each of the three circles, and which varies according to the stage of the relationships that are developing within each circle.


A child begins the process of learning about love in the family circle.  Relationships within this circle are essentially unequal: the parents are the love givers, the child is the love receiver.   Very quickly the child learns to respond to the loving attention she receives, much to the joy of the parents, with smiles and hugs.  The parents are also the locus of authority, against which the child learns very early to exert her independence with those powerful two-year-old words NO and MINE.   The progression from infancy, to childhood, to adolescence can be characterized in terms of the child learning to negotiate the ever-changing balance between belonging and being herself in her family.  Belonging requires such attributes as obedience, gratitude, sharing, communication, togetherness.  Being herself requires independence, freedom, self-sufficiency, privacy, and separateness.  The balancing of these two sets of equally important qualities is played out in the daily conflicts of family life.

The child begins the move into the second circle, friendship, already in early childhood.  Friendship is essentially a relationship between equals.  Membership in this circle has to be learned and earned; you belong there only to the degree that you are accepted by the other member(s).  Authority in a friendship group is not top-down as in a family but is shared among the members of the group; the rules of interaction are negotiated between the friends themselves.  The child has to learn for himself how to balance his desire to belong in a group of friends against his desire to have things his own way.  The child also has to learn how to differentiate himself from his friends, how and when to take leadership in the group, when to accept the values of the others and when to stand up for his own ideals.  Parents and teachers are allowed only a distant, guiding role in this developing process.  How to belong in a friendship group without losing his identity is something the child has to learn for himself.

The arrival of puberty pushes adolescents into the third circle.  Just when they have begun to figure out how to balance the dictates of family life with the requirements of their friendship group, young people have to learn how to deal with relationships that are propelled by sexual attraction.  Unlike the other two circles, this aspect of the educational project has received much attention from both church and society.  However, I feel that sex education has seldom been presented, as the National Directory for Catechesis suggests it should be, in the context of “education for love.”   The LIFE framework that I have used in my teaching and writing on sexuality education has been an effort to do just that.  I have tried to help teens understand how to integrate the love skills they have learned in their families and friendship groups into this new process of developing healthy romantic relationships.  A good test of the health of a romance is the degree to which the love that is being developed is able to encompass the other two circles, family and friends.  A couple is ready for sex, I tell my students, only when there is enough love in their relationship to establish a new family circle.  We call that step “marriage.”

More recently I used the LIFE framework as a context for dealing with the mandate promulgated in the bishops’ document Protecting God’s Children.  I worked with Kathie Amidei, a colleague who is an expert in intergenerational catechesis, to create a family-based program designed to help children understand, and if necessary, know how to respond to, the tragic reality of sexual abuse.  Called Learning about L.I.F.E., our program gathers children of a specific age level with their parents, and guides the parents in talking to their own children about relationships, first those that are positive and loving, and then, against that background, those that are negative and abusive.  The conversations are comfortable and engaging.  The explanation of the relationships, both positive and negative, is age-specific and geared to the relational development of the children.


I have also found the education for love principle to be helpful in dealing with the problem of bullying.   I feel that most anti-bullying programs put far too much emphasis on the negative behaviors of the bully.  Rather than teaching children how to protect themselves in a bullying situation, I prefer to put the focus on fostering positive, friendship relationships.  I try to help young people analyze their own behaviors and attitudes, stressing the ideal of kindness, caring, and respect.  I want them to understand that each of them shares responsibility for the moral climate of their families, their friendship groups, their classroom and school.  Recently, for instance, I was called on to help a small Catholic elementary school deal with a bullying problem in their middle grade classes.  In response to this request, I worked with a young teacher on the faculty to develop a Kind and Caring Kids campaign that engaged the entire school and their parents.  The result was that the school made great strides in being a “caring community” where bullying was no longer a major issue.


Education for love can also be seen as the overall context of the new focus on intergenerational catechesis.  The family is the basic love school.  A good intergenerational program helps families to see the interconnectedness of family life, faith life, and friendship.  It provides the opportunity and motivation for parents to discuss with their children the relationships that are entailed in living the Gospel on a daily basis.  It helps the individual family to develop the loving qualities that make families work, and it helps to create a network of families that supports and sustains each participating family.

Families juggle many priorities in today’s culture. Intergenerational catechesis offers opportunities for parents to nurture the primary role of the family – education for love.  When families participate in intergenerational programming, important life discussions occur that may not have happened unless the time had been set aside, the context provided, and the topic presented.  These intentional discussions facilitate invaluable interaction within families.  In the busy lives of families, the days and years pass all too quickly and we may find ourselves at some future date wishing we had spoken to each other the most important words of love and about love.

And finally, it goes without saying that all efforts to live by the Second Great Commandment are to be grounded in the First:  You shall love your God with all heart, with all your soul, with all your mind, and with all your strength.  The goal of catechesis, in the home and in the parish, is not so much that children learn to know something, as it is that they come to know Someone.  Our primary task, as parents and religion teachers, is to introduce the children to the God who tenderly loves them, whose constant delight is to be with them, and who waits with open arms and open heart for a loving response from each of them.
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