
Today I would like to preach about sex . . .  How is that for an opener?  

Now that I have your attention, what do I mean? I want to use Jesus’ 

challenging words condemning even looking upon a woman with lust as 

a spring board to talk about the foundation of the Church’s teaching on 

sexuality that so many find incomprehensible or absurd.   

I’ll start with the questions, what is sex? And does it have any objective 

meaning? It can be the means of reproduction, of course, and the 

Church certainly sees reproduction as one of the necessary purposes of 

sex.  But is there a broader meaning or purpose to sex? 

For some people today sexual acts are simply a physical means of giving 

and receiving pleasure – kind of like a super-massage. There isn’t a 

deeper meaning, and to the extent that these sexual acts are about 

love it’s because they are gifts of pleasure given to someone you love, 

good, but morally not much different from a massage. 

But there are other people today who sense there is a deeper meaning 

in sex . . . but they have a tough time describing what it is, or what it 

means. They want to associate sex with love, but don’t know how. 

What I want to do today is to explain the basic WHY of the Church’s 

teaching about sex that addresses this question, why Catholic teaching 

isn’t just a list of sins and a series of NOs, but a defense of the beauty of 

sex and its link to love and marriage.  

Let’s start with the Sermon on the Mount. In it Jesus is setting a high 

standard.  “You have heard that it was said to your ancestors, ‘You shall 

not commit adultery. But I say to you, everyone who looks at a woman 

with lust has already committed adultery with her in his heart.’” Jesus 

isn’t so much abandoning the law, as intensifying it, going deeper, 



asking even more of us. But our reaction is usually to glide over His 

words, or assume He doesn’t really mean them – at least for us. 

On many occasions over the years I have spoken with couples who are 

living together, who say they love one another – and who really have 

no idea that, or why, the Catholic Church teaches that it is sinful for 

people to engage in sexual relations before, or outside, of marriage. At 

first I was suspicious that they were just playing with me.  But I now 

honestly think we have come to the point where many people simply 

don’t know what the Church teaches.  They certainly don’t know WHY 

the Church teaches what she teaches. 

So here are some thoughts about that WHY, and how this sexual 

teaching can be good news for love, even if challenging to live out fully.  

First, what is love? Jesus shows us what love is. Love is self-gift.  The 

greatest symbol of love in all history is the Cross.  There is no greater 

love than to lay down one’s life for another.  This is what God’s love is 

all about.  “This is my Body, which will be given up for you.” Love is not 

an emotion, but a decision to give oneself for the good of another.  At 

the heart of love is self-gift. 

Second, love, the gift of self, leads to union – or communion.  Notice, 

this is all very Eucharistic - real love leads to a union of persons.  And, 

therefore, third, love as a communion of persons leads to new life!  The 

Cross brought about eternal life for us.  In Holy Communion we’re filled 

with the life of God.  Love is fruitful – life-giving. Jesus came that we 

might have life, and have it more abundantly (Jn 10:10). 



That is what love is – the gift of oneself, that forms a union of persons, 

that brings about new life. That is what you all promise to do in your 

wedding vows.  And that is also what sex is – and what it means. 

Sexual intercourse is simply non-verbal language, a physical way of 

repeating and renewing the language of the marriage vows. Sexual 

intercourse is the marriage vow acted out at its deepest level -- freely 

choosing to make a total, faithful and fruitful gift of oneself to one’s 

spouse.  It is a visible expression and reinforcement of the invisible 

spiritual bond that came into being when bride and groom exchanged 

their vows on their wedding day. That is the link between love, 

marriage and sex. 

Acting out our sexuality only within marriage isn’t repressive, it’s 

freeing, because it frees us from using other people for our own ends 

and lets us love them as Christ loves us - totally.  It is a basic Catholic 

moral principle that, given the dignity of every person as made in the 

image and likeness of God, no person can ever morally use another 

person as a means to an end – even if that using is by mutual consent. 

That “using” one another turns people into objects.  The gaze Jesus is 

talking about in the gospel of looking at a woman with lust – He is 

speaking about all the ways we use others for our own pleasure. That’s 

incompatible with love. 

Because it literally embodies your wedding vows, sexual intercourse is 

sometimes called “the marriage act” in Catholic theology.  Of course, 

that truth doesn’t have to be on your mind every time you share in 

sexual intercourse with your spouse.  But that’s what sex is meant to 

mean at the deepest level. 



Until, or unless, we exchange those vows we have not given ourselves 

totally to the other person, so we shouldn’t pretend with our bodies 

that we have. When we engage in sexual acts before or outside of 

marriage we are using our bodies to tell a lie, to say something we 

don’t really mean. That is the context for the Church’s teaching on the 

sexual sins. All the “Nos” are in service to protect a greater “Yes.” 

These days it seems so hard to live out this teaching, with the world 

and our own desires often pulling in the opposite direction.  But the 

Sermon on the Mount is meant to be a challenge to holiness and a new 

life that includes chastity.  And Jesus doesn’t ask us to do the 

impossible.  It’s hard, but doable – with His grace.  The world tells us 

we’re foolish to even try to be chaste.  Maybe we tell ourselves the 

same thing.  But Jesus says, “Why not you? Why can’t you follow me 

and find a happiness in love that the world doesn’t understand and 

can’t give?” 

 


