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Iwould like to start by saying how honoured I am to have been invited to this Conference.
I'am particularly grateful to the UK-Japan Education Forum, to Dr Naoko Ota, to my
friend and colleague Professor Hiroko Hirose, to the British Council and to those of you
who are present. I only speak a little Japanese and so I am also grateful to you for letting
me speak in English.

Itis very interesting to me to be asked to speak about the connections between religious
education and sex education. I spend quite abit of my time talking to people and listening
to people talk to me either about God or about sex. I ‘ve been ordained as a Priest in the
Church of England for ten years and also worked as part-time psychodynamic counsellor
for ten years. As a counsellor I spent about half my counselling hours with those who had
suffered sexual abuse as children or sexual violence as adults. I also write about theology

and about sex education and am the editor of the journal Sex Education.

In everyday life, though, few of the conversations I have with people are about God or
about sex. When I do find myself engaging in such conversations it is generally either
because the situation has, in some sense, been ‘prepared’ for it - for example, someone
comes to see me after I have done a talk to students in initial teacher education about
detecting and responding to child abuse - or because there is a time of crisis - for example,

someone has died unexpectedly.

Conversations that include talk both about God and about sex are rarer still. Yet the
connections between religion and sexuality are many and rich, connections which go back
to the writings of the various scriptures in the many religions. One rather obvious time for
me to link God and sex is when preaching at a wedding service. My marriage sermons

mostly follow a pretty similar structure, except when there is something out of the ordinary,
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for example when one person has been divorced and their former spouse is still living. In,
I think, every marriage sermon I have ever preached, I have always included a section

near the end, which goes something like the following:

... Iwant just to mention one aspect of the Christian understanding of marriage. And
that s, that in some mysterious way, the love you have as a married couple is a
mirror or sign of the love God has for the whole of the creation. In your relationship

with one another, you have the potential to reveal something of God’s nature.

Nothing very earth-shattering or explicit there. But what I now notice about the language
that I use is its indirectness. I feel comfortable with that. I find, similarly, that when
people, even people with a deep religious faith, talk to me about God, the Eucharist or
some other aspect of their faith, they generally do so indirectly, and often hesitantly.
Indeed, I remember one person, no longer alive, who had such a reverence for Christ that
I don’t think I ever hear her say his name or title, though she would allude, hesitatingly to

him, so that, eventually, I was never in any doubt as to what she meant.

On reflection, I think hesitancy in talking about certain things is often misunderstood.
Loves that have a quiet voice can often be very genuine and run deep. Indeed, talking too
loudly may make us question sincerity or, alternatively, make us wonder if there isn't a
strong defence at work, so that a person covers up their uncertainty or fear by over-

assertiveness and shouting.

One thing that interests me is from where people get their understandings of God and
their interpretations of sex. I have always liked the reputed comment of Helen Keller,
born deaf, dumb and blind, who, when eventually she learnt to speak and was told of
God replied ‘I knew him but did not know his name’. Perhaps all of us have such an
innate, initial capacity to know God. Without doubt, though, our upbringing and the

other experiences of our life can cause such a potential religious faith to grow or to wither.

In much the same way, the way we are brought up as children has a very strong effect on
the way we understand sex and sexuality. It is hardly surprising that the daughter sexually
abused over a long period of time by her father ends up with a confused understanding of
herself, of her sexuality, of her father and of men in general. Fortunately no situation is
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beyond redemption though healing may take a long time.

So should we encourage children in school to speak more of sex and of spirituality? I
don’t know. As a sex educator and a person with a religious faith, I'm all for people,
including children, thinking more about sex and spirituality. And yet I worry about school
education making too definite and determinate a set of intentions to teach in these areas.
Perhaps with too naive and romantic a vision of education and of childhood, I still have at
least a partial belief in children finding certain things out for themselvesin their own time,
at the right time and at their own speed. I suppose this is the essence of child-centred
education, validly understood.

Now Iam, of course, all in favour of children in schools being introduced at the appropriate
time to teachings about the world’s various religions and about the nature of religious
belief. Similarly, I am very much in favour of children receiving age-appropriate school
sex and relationships education, including the provision both of factual information and
of the opportunity for them to engage in discussions about sexual norms, values and
behaviours. But I hesitate for various reasons - not least because of the inordinate demands
there already are on teachers’ time and abilities - at the prospect of schools having to
provide teaching about the interrelationship between sex and spirituality. Not everything
has to be taught in schools. There are certain things that it is better to learn for oneself -

better in the senses of more authentic and more memorable.

So where might these aspects to sex education and spirituality education that I suspect
should not, or cannot, be learnt about in schools best be learnt? Surely in situ. The fullest
way to learn about a marriage is in marriage; the fullest way to learn about the Eucharist
is in receiving communion; the fullest way to learn about sexual intercourse is with one
other person in private. Other learning can be preparatory - schools can help pupils to
develop commitment, be true to themselves and to others, to manifest forgiveness and so
on - but the fullest learning in these areas is ultimately that which is authentic. And the
language of such learning is rarely the language of words but, whether we are talking
about sex education or education about spirituality, the language of imagination, of

experience, of touch and of the other senses.

Now, I feel I ought briefly to say something about the place of religion and religious
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education in schools in the UK. To a considerable extent, the influence of religion in
British society has been declining for about one hundred years and is continuing to do so.
This is particularly the case with regard to what has historically been the major religion,
namely Christianity. Fewer and few people go to Church on a regular basis for worship,
fewer and fewer people bring their children to be baptised (Christened) in Church and
fewer and fewer people get married in Church. From a sociological perspective, Christianity

is becoming less important in the UK.

At the same time, and as historians remind us, influences from the past can be more
pervasive and significant than is sometime apparent. In addition, Islam is growing in the
UK both in terms of the number of believers and its political significance. Furthermore,
the dedline in the influence of Christianity has been accompanied by a splintering of the
Christian world-view. What I mean by this is that while, overall, Christianity is less
pervasive in British society than was the case, both the liberal and the conservative wings
have become, if anything, more important. Thus, as Professor Hiroko Hirose has
convincingly argued, much of the legislation passed in England and Wales over the last 15
years concerning sex education can only really validly be understood when conservative

Christian views - those of ‘the moral right’ - are analysed.

Indeed, one way in which I think the importance of religion for sex education in particular
and schooling in general can be viewed isto see religions as providing particular world-views
within which people think, operate, see themselves and find meaning. Perhaps you will
allow me to try to give a Japanese analogy. In the Kamakura period, the rise of the
samurai led to a developing warrior ethic of heroism, loyalty and willingness to die for
one’s lord. Such virtues can persist in a country long after the particular group in which
they arose has waned in overt importance. The same point can be made with reference to
the virtues that developed at court.

Let me conclude by trying to be quite specific. What might be a Christian perspective on
sexeducation in the UK? I would like to put forward the following 13 principles, recognising
that some of these are common to practically all sex education programmes, others to
most sex education programmes with areligious perspective, others to most sex education
programmes with a Christian perspective, while others are peculiar to me. Some of these
principles relate to the content of sex education, others to its methodology, framework or
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resourcing.

1.

School sex education needs to take into account, in a genuine spirit of co-operation
and respect, the values and wishes of pupils and parents. The views of pupils should
play a central partin the evaluation of a programme of sex education and should be
taken into account in the revision of that programme.

Parents should have the right to withdraw their children from any part of a school’s
sex education programme, though it is hoped that the programme is designed so that
this right is only infrequently exercised.

Schools should think carefully, again consulting pupils and parents, about whether
parts of asex education programme are best undertaken in single sex groups.
Programmes should be developmental and appropriate to the age and experiences of
children. For example, menstruation should normally first be dealt within Yr. 6 (i.e.
with 10-11 year-olds before most girls start their periods) and human reproduction
largely at KS3 (i.e. with 12-14 year-olds).

No teacher should be required to teach sex education unless (s)he wishes to.
Teachers who teach sex education are entitled to receive appropriate training (e.g.
occasional INSET days run by experienced professionals) and to be resourced as
necessary (e.g. access to up-to-date videos and other teaching materials appropriate
for their particular pupils).

We can learn about the expression of appropriate sexual behaviour through the study
of scripture, the teachings of the Church, reason, conscience, custom and the laws of a
country thatrelate to sexual behaviour. People differ in the relative significance they
attach to such sources of moral authority!

For reasons that are still incompletely understood, a small percentage of humans are
homosexual. For such people attempts to have heterosexual relationships rarely prove
fulfilling either to them or their partners. The churches are still grappling with the
issue of homosexuality, though an increasing number are beginning to acknowledge
that the way forward may be for society to make iteasier for homosexuals to live in
lasting and mutually faithful sexual relationships.

The best relationship in which human love can be expressed through sexual intimacy
is one of life-long monogamy within marriage. However, for all sorts of reasons,
some such relationships break down. Following the irretrievable breakdown of a
marriage, many people choose, perfectly appropriately, to try again with someone

else.
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Many people enter into a sexual relationship before they are ready for it. Early sexual
relationships can cause emotional pain while promiscuity is associated with an
increased risk of sexually transmitted infections and may make it more difficult later
in life to establish a trusting sexual relationship.

For most people, a sexual relationship has the potential for them to learn both to give
and to receive. It is a way of growing both emotionally and spiritually. It can also be
physically extremely enjoyable, though the churches have traditionally been rather
coy about sexual pleasure. A small proportion of people, though, find that their lives
are most fulfilling if lived celibately.

Couples who wish to have children should think carefully about how many they
would like and can best look after. Certain forms of contraception are ethically more
problematic than others. In the UK we certainly live in a society which permits far,
far too many abortions. '

Finally, none of us is perfect - this is the doctrine of universal sin. All of us make
mistakes and in a sexual relationship there are many opportunities for one partner to
exploit the other. However, there is also always the opportunity for repentance and,

frequently, for forgiveness.

The context in which sex education is taught is important. All children, whether within a
Christian school or not, should, by the time they are 16, have been introduced to the

notion that people differ in regard to their values and to the foundations on which these

values are based. Specifically with regard to sexual behaviour, pupils should appreciate

that there are both religious and secular arguments in favour of responsible behaviour in

which the needs and wishes of others are considered as well as those one has oneself. At

the same time, each of us has the right not to be exploited. Schools should provide sex

education programmes which help children to explore such issues in a safe environment.
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