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Prayer

     May the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory, give you a spirit of wisdom and

perception of what is revealed, to bring you to full knowledge of him.  May he enlighten the eyes

of your mind so that you can see what hope his call holds for you, how rich is the glory of the

heritage he offers among his holy people, and how extraordinarily great is the power that he has

exercised for us believers; this accords with the strength of his power at work in Christ, the power

which he exercised in raising him from the dead and enthroning him at his right hand, in heaven,

far above every principality, ruling force, power or sovereignty, or any other name that can be

named, not only in this age but also in the age to come....

     We too were ... living only by our natural inclinations, obeying the demands of human self-

indulgence and our own whim; our nature made us no less liable to God's retribution than the rest

of the world.  But God being rich in faithful love, through the great love with which he loved us,

even when we were dead in our sins, brought us to life with Christ - it is through grace that you have

been saved....

     This, then, is what I pray, kneeling before the Father, from whom every fatherhood, in heaven

or on earth, takes its name.  In the abundance of his glory may he, through his Spirit, enable you to

grow firm in power with regard to your inner self, so that Christ may live in your hearts through

faith, and then, planted in love and built on love, with all God's holy people you will have the

strength to grasp the breadth and the length, the height and the depth; so that, knowing the love of

Christ, which is beyond knowledge, you may be filled with the utter fullness of God.

     Glory be to him whose power, working in us, can do infinitely more than we can ask or imagine;

glory be to him from generation to generation in the Church and in Christ Jesus for ever and ever.
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Amen. (Eph 1:17-21, 2:3-5 and 3:14-21 NJB)
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INTRODUCTION

     It is certainly not an overstatement to say that the topics of premarital sex and love are of great

importance today.  Millions of young and not so young people today are seeking "true" love.  Many

engage in premarital sexual relations.  Discussions of premarital sex today often focus on serious

and widespread problems such as sexually transmitted diseases and pregnancies in difficult

circumstances, and issues such as prevention, abortion, and sex education.1  Although these are

treated in this book (see parts of Chapters 6 and 9), they are not the only topics covered.  Among

the various issues related to premarital sex and love which this book addresses, a fundamental

question is whether premarital sexual relations foster or hinder the integral development of persons

and growth in authentic love.  This brings up a number of moral issues including whether or not

engaging in premarital sexual relations is or ever can be responsible. 

An Explanation of the Title of This Book

     For the purposes of this book, "premarital sex" refers first of all to sexual relations or activity

(sexual intercourse, sexual petting and deliberate sexual arousal of others and/or oneself) preceding

marriage.  Some attention will be given to sexual thinking as well. The English word "sex" can also

refer to sexuality and male/female identity.  A treatment of these issues will be integrated into this

study.  "Marriage", as used in this book, refers to a partnership for the whole of life established

between a man and a woman by their free and irrevocable consent to give themselves to each other

and to accept the other without reservation, expressed according to the proper form required for

them.  The form of celebration that is required for a couple to marry validly can vary according to



2. Cf., e.g., not only CIC, canons 1108-23 , and CCEC, canons 828-42, regarding "The Form
of the Celebration of Marriage" required for Catholics (Roman and Eastern rites, respectively), but
also: Malcolm C. Kronby, Canadian Family Law (Toronto: Stoddart Publishing Co. Limited, 4th
revised ed. 1986), Ch. 2; and Graham Cotter, ed., Marrying in the Church: A Pastoral Guide
(Toronto: Anglican Book Centre, l983), pp. 39ff. regarding "The solemnization of Matrimony" in
the Anglican Church of Canada.
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certain circumstances, including the religion of the parties.2

     The term "fornication" is used rather than or in conjunction with "premarital sex" in some

writings, for example, in some English translations of the Bible and some theological writings.

Fornication means voluntary sexual intercourse between an unmarried man and an unmarried

woman or between two persons not married to each other.  Fornication thus includes premarital

sexual intercourse as well as other kinds of nonmarital heterosexual intercourse.  Although this book

does not focus on adultery (voluntary sexual intercourse of a married person with someone other

than his or her lawful spouse), a number of the issues treated here with respect to premarital sex

could also be considered regarding adultery, since it, too, involves two people who are not married

to each other.  The same can be said with respect to nonmarital sexual relations that are not later

followed by marriage and so are not technically "premarital".  Some cases of unmarried cohabitation

involving sexual relations, for example, do not lead to marriage.

     The word "love" in English has various meanings.  It is incorporated into the title of this book

because I believe that growing in a properly ordered love of oneself and others including God is of

the utmost importance for us.  Such love, I think, helps one to keep a proper perspective with regard

to sexual issues, including all of the various issues related to premarital sex.

     In introducing this book, I include here too a few brief notes concerning its subtitle, "In the Light

of Human Experience and Following Jesus".  "Human experience" here does not only refer to what

can be empirically verified.  It refers to all of human experience including our experience of

ourselves as persons, interpersonal relationships, various kinds of love, human sexuality, marriage,
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3. For a few discussions of the natural moral law see, e.g., John Finnis, "The Natural Law,
Objective Morality, and Vatican II," and William E. May, "The Natural Law and Objective Morality:
A Thomistic Perspective," in Principles of Catholic Moral Life, ed. by William E. May (Chicago:
Franciscan Herald Press, 1981); and Pope John Paul II, Encyclical Letter Veritatis Splendor (Ottawa:
Canadian Conference of Catholic Bishops, 1993), nn. 46-53. Some s Protestants including the
Reformer John Calvin have also shown an appreciation of the natural moral law: see, e.g., James
M. Gustafson, Protestant and Roman Catholic Ethics: Prospects for Rapprochement (Chicago: The
University of Chicago Press, 1978). Andrew C. Varga, in The Main Issues in Bioethics (Revised)
(New York: Paulist Press, 1984), 153, points out that after World War II the Nurembourg court
"acepted a natural-law mode of reasoning as a basis for judging" twenty-three German physicians
who were accused of "war crimes and crimes against humanity." Benedict M. Ashley and Kevin D.
O'Rourke, in Ethics of Health Care: An Introductory Textbook (Washington, D.C.: Georgetown
University Press, 1994), Ch. 1, speak of common human needs and the United Nations' Universal
Declaration on Human Rights (1948) as providing a basis for developing common values. With
respect to phenomenological studies of human love, sexuality, marriage and ethics, see, e.g.,
Dietrich von Hildebrand's Man and Woman (Chicago: Franciscan Herald Press, 1966), Marriage:
The Mystery of Faithful Love (Manchester: Sophia Institute Press, 1984), and Christian Ethics (New
York: David McKay Company, Inc., 1953); and Karol Wojtyla's (now Pope John Paul II), Love and
Responsibility (New York: Farrar, Straus and Girous, Inc., 1981), and The Acting Person (Boston:
D. Reidel Publishing Conpany, 1979). For a good treatment of philosophical knowledge, including
the role of both inductive and deductive approaches, and insight, see Dietrich von Hildebrand's What
is Philosophy (Milwaukee: The Bruce Publishing Company, 1960).

beauty, mystery, God, prayer, values including morally relevant values or goods such as the dignity

of persons, justice, friendship, fidelity, truth and so on.  Our knowledge of human sexuality and

marriage, for example, is not limited to what falls within the scope of the biological and social

sciences.  Although these sciences have certainly contributed to our understanding of such realities,

good philosophy, too, has an important role to play.  For instance, some of the better writings

regarding the natural moral law and phenomenology provide us with many insights concerning

human love, sexuality, marriage and ethics.3

In this book, premarital sex and love are also treated in the light of following Jesus.  According

to the New Testament, Jesus Christ calls or invites us to follow him, to become his disciples, to

learn from him and grow in becoming the kind of persons God wants us to become.  This basically

means growing in a properly ordered love of God, oneself, other human beings, and the rest of

creation.  One of the main purposes of this book is to study the profound implications of the
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Christian vocation with respect to premarital sex and love and related issues.

The Author's Perspective

As a former teenager and young unmarried person, I personally faced many of the questions and

issues treated in this book.  I now am married to a beautiful woman, Maggie.  We are the parents

of three special young people, Jesse, Christopher and Sara.  By profession, I am a Catholic

theologian who has been teaching since 1983 at St. Joseph's College, which is affiliated with the

University of Alberta, in Edmonton, Canada.  My main area of teaching and research has been in

the area of Christian ethics (Catholic moral theology), especially with respect to human sexuality,

Christian marriage and family life, and bioethics.

This book is in part a development from Christian theology courses on human sexuality and

marriage, of which I have taught many sections since September 1983.  I have had discussions with

hundreds of university students, in and out of class, concerning premarital sex, love and related

issues.  A number of my students have also written research papers on these topics.  I am grateful

for the many questions and insights of my students who have given much impetus to my own

research and reflection in this area.

     In this introduction, I think it is appropriate to say something too about my perspective as a

believing Christian and Catholic theologian.  "Theology", which comes from the Greek words theos,

meaning "God", and logos, meaning "word, reason", basically means "science of God".  A

theologian, whether a believing Christian or having some other belief or world view, studies and

reflects on human issues, "premarital sex and love" in the case of this book, in relation to God as

he or she understands God.

     Christians generally believe that Jesus Christ is the definitive revelation or self-communication

of God to us (cf., e.g., Jn 1:1-18; Heb 1:1-2; and CCC, 51-73).  A Christian in the New Testament
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4. Cf. John L. McKenzie, S.J., Dictionary of the Bible (New York: The Bruce Publishing
Company, 1965).

sense is a follower or disciple of Jesus (cf. Ac 11:26).  The Gospel according to Matthew reports

Jesus as saying, "...every scribe who becomes a disciple of the kingdom of Heaven is like a

householder who brings out from his storeroom new things as well as old" (13:52 NJB).  The scribe

in New Testament times was the Jewish teacher, scholar, intellectual, transmitter of learning.4

Relating this text to myself, as a Christian theologian, I have attempted to draw on some of the most

significant "old" and "new" sources, in reflecting on the topics of premarital sex and love.  A

Christian perspective that holds that "God is love" (1 Jn 4:8 and 16 RSV), also sees love - God's love

for us, and our love for God and each other - as vital to all human relationships, not excluding

premarital ones.

     A "Catholic" Christian theological perspective, whether Roman or Eastern, attempts to

understand better and be faithful to God's revelation as transmitted to us by Sacred Scripture and

Sacred Tradition (what is true and of lasting value within the various Christian traditions), and as

authentically interpreted by the magisterium (teaching office of the pope and bishops in union with

him) of the Catholic Church.  A truly Catholic perspective is also ecumenical.  It is my hope and

prayer that this book will facilitate a better understanding of “premarital sex and love” and related

issues in a mature “Catholic” way.

The word "catholic", coming from the Greek kata meaning "according to" and holos meaning

"whole", also means holistic, universal, comprehensive.  A Catholic perspective affirms the unity

of all truth, whether revealed by God and accepted by us in faith or discovered by the human mind -

compare the various human sciences and ways of knowing (see, e.g., CCC, 153-60).  What God,

who is "truth" in an absolute sense, reveals to us does not contradict human experience.  It instead
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helps us to understand our experience better, from an eternal perspective.  Although a Catholic study

of premarital sex and love may analyze various issues and problems related to these, if it is truly

"catholic" it will not take a narrow or reductionist approach.  Rather, it will attempt to offer an

integral, synthetic, holistic perspective.  Such a perspective fosters the growth in unity of the person

within herself or himself and with others including God.

It is my hope that this book will provide a valuable resource for many people.  Drawing from

many sources which are referred to in the text and notes, and incorporating many insights and

reflections of my own, I attempt to treat "Premarital Sex and Love" and related issues quite

comprehensively.  Although I am a Catholic theologian, I hope that not only Catholic and other

theologians will find this book to be a valuable resource, but also many others who are involved

with people in the premarital stage of their lives such as many teachers, counselors, pastors, priests,

youth ministers, campus ministers, professors, health care professionals, social workers, parents,

others involved in sex and chastity education, those providing marriage preparation, friends, etc.

I also hope that many people who are in the premarital stage of their lives, such as many university

and college students, will find this book to be a valuable resource and helpful guide.  Because the

issues treated here are of profound significance in the lives of numerous people (many of whom are

not academics or Catholics or Christians), I have attempted to combine sound scholarship with a

pastoral approach.  Concerning the latter in particular, Chapter 1 treats "Making Good Choices" and

Chapter 9 treats "Counseling, Pastoral Action, Sex Education and Spirituality".

The material in this book is arranged so that later material builds on what has been treated

earlier.  Making good decisions and forming one's conscience is treated first (Ch. 1), since the rest

of the book provides much material relevant to this including many morally relevant facts, values

and norms.  Chapters 2-4 generally follow an historical order and provide a foundation for the
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following discussions of  specific contemporary questions and issues regarding or related to

premarital sex and love.  I realize that some readers may wish to jump ahead to later chapters or

sections which focus more specifically on certain contemporary issues that are of particular interest

to them such as various arguments raised for and against engaging in premarital sexual intercourse,

the proper expression of affection in premarital relationships, dating, living together before

marriage, choosing a marriage partner, marriage preparation and sex education.  Because of this I

have provided a number of cross-references, especially to material presented earlier which provides

a foundation for a deeper understanding of specific contemporary issues, as well as an index.
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