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A Sexuality Conference Proposal – Your opinion 
 
Introduction


In this article I will be sharing with you more of my own feelings, hopes and desires than I do normally because of an insight or appeal to a wider audience than the usual readership of Courage articles. I ask that you bear patiently with me as I explain.


On the second Sunday of the liturgical year the Church proclaimed a part of  St Paul’s epistle to the Corinthians,  I Cor 6:19-20.  “Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit, who is in you, whom you have received from God? You are not your own; you were bought at a price. Therefore honour God with your body.”  
On the fourth Sunday we heard mention of 1 Corinthians 7:32-35 where St Paul speaks about the unmarried man and unmarried woman and this section ends with the  exhortation in verse 35. “I am saying this for your own good, not to restrict you, but that you may  live in a right way in undivided  devotion to  the Lord.”

A reminder and memory

After these Paulian exhortations I was reminded of the conference  Share the Dream, I went to last year about family matters and which touched on some sexual issues in our lives and in the broader Church and community. The Melbourne Conference in March 2011 was popular and had many excellent presenters. I was particularly impressed with Anna Krohn and her presentation of Dietrich von Hildebrand’s teaching. It was a beautiful and awe inspiring lecture about the ways and possibilities of living life. It was one of those lectures, presentations, and sharings  that provide hope and was for me  a thrilling faith journey.  

Anna Krohn’s deft and gentle presentation on the Romance of reality and the forgotten power of the heart, touched my heart. I was reminded of psalm 42:7 where deep calls upon deep.  She mentioned the crisis of love and the depersonalisation that has occurred in the  twentieth century. A factor she put down to the neglect and the non-reading of our bibles. I was surprised by this given the greater readership of the bible after Vatican Two’s document Dei Verbum and the subsequent adoption of reading by more Catholics in the period since. She emphasised the fact that we need to feel because love is a feeling of an orientation to the other person. In her development of the requirement of genuine and healthy feeling  she explained just three aspects and faculties we have for love -  the heart, the mind and the will. The feeling aspect resonated more with me because of my own experience in  counselling individuals and running groups that deal with emotions.      
I was with a trusted brother from Brisbane and both of us have been involved in working with many men in their masculinity and sexuality. We  wondered if we could have the same conference in Brisbane   asking local  speakers, experts and life-giving groups and  organizations to join with some of those who have a national profile. So while the Melbourne conference was mainly on the mission of  family life, I have since seen a more urgent need to have a whole conference on sexuality. 

Recent Australian Church efforts to address issues of sexuality 
Many individuals and groups in the Catholic Church have been offering seminars, workshops, teachings and forums about a whole range of sexual issues. The regular church worshipper does not usually hear about sexuality from the pulpit. The best the worshipper will receive is some exhortation based on  the scriptural reading of the day. There has to be other places  and opportunities for those wanting and needing sound doctrinal, moral, enabling and enriching Catholic knowledge about sexual practice and life. Thus my desire is that a  well planned conference with the endorsement of appropriate ecclesiastical authority could be a modern starting point in the new millennium. A conference that is  encouraging and inspirational and provides the People of God with hope and realistic goals and ideas.  
In Brisbane I have been associated with a number of organizations and people who have competence in the field of sexual ethics, sexual counselling and teaching on the morality of sexuality. I have had the experience of attending workshops and weekends and been asked to provide input over  the years on sexuality.  
Groups and people that I have found enriching  in the past ten years
Celebrate Love a ministry developed by Byron and Francine Pirola of Sydney have had many successful weekends in Brisbane. My wife and I attended one some years ago and was impressed by the profound sharings that occurred. The format for the weekend was conducive to intimate sharing by married couples and the small groups that were established allowed that deep calling to deep that is so significant in psalm 42:7 and always reminds me of Blessed Cardinal John Henry Newman’s Episcopal motto Cor ad cor loquitur. I still speak to my wife about a positive practice that was suggested at that weekend. It is the follow up after these  teachings and seminars that are the great benefit for those who decide to be open and vulnerable.
MenAlive a ministry developed by Peter Shakhovskoy and Robert Falzon of Brisbane eight years ago. MenAlive   has run seminars and days of hopes throughout Australia and New Zealand and over 7000 men have been reached. I have been to three weekends and other sessions and have heard the thrilling and heart rending testimonies of men who have come back to Jesus Christ and the Church. At the weekends the Sacrament of Reconciliation is an essential element. Some of the men at MenAlive  have testified that after neglecting the Sacrament for years they have gone to the priest and the joy on their faces is evident for all to see. I consider that this is one of the most significant moments for men in the ministry of MenAlive. It is a great grace. 
I also attended the first Sexuality seminar run by MenAlive in November 2011 and I believe that the more  sessions it holds it will develop a way and means  that will be more useful and meaningful in the years ahead. It promises this because it allows those who attend to share their stories. Ministries that allow the personal narrative to be prominent and those in attendance listening well – can develop an expertise that is healing for those in need.
Real Talk:God’s plan for love and life a ministry by two people in their late twenties and early thirties, Kym Keady and Paul Ninnes of Brisbane.  Kym has been going to schools providing a testimony of her own life and packing a telling punch for the virtue of chastity. Paul Ninnes runs a program called Real Blokes  and gives an informed teaching on the increasing influence of pornography. Paul is developing an expertise in counselling men involved in pornography and his approach is informative, inspiring and provides hopeful remedies for those willing to participate. I attended one of his sessions in 2011 and it was a well researched session and I heard how dynamic  it was for those men who have been heavily involved in pornography. As a counsellor I have heard many men telling me about their addiction to pornography and last year I referred one of my clients to Paul, because  I believe that his group can help men who want to be free of the pornographic vice.
The John Paul 11  Centre and Bioethics of the Brisbane Archdiocese is an excellent resource and its director Dr Ray Campbell is a frequent speaker and commentator within the Archdiocese and Queensland on issues affecting intimacy in family life and marriage. 

One or two Protestant groups and persons have given a leg-up to Catholics in their pioneering work in reaching out to men and women wanting some sexual education and healing for themselves and others. Men transforming Men (MTM) concentrates on mentoring, fatherhood, men’s rite of passage and spiritual direction. This ministry while Protestant relies substantially on the early fathers of the church in  some of its spiritual direction.

Peter Lane of Exodus  has a thirty year history of working in India and Australia of  counselling  men in particular with sexual difficulties, both heterosexual and same sex attracted. He has been well received in Catholic seminaries, and  institutions in Kerala and been an Ambassador for our own Brisbane  Courage ministry in South East Asia.
One of the gratifying senses I have about MTM and Peter Lane is their excellent sense of brotherhood in serving the Kingdom of God for the betterment of individuals and groups for their salvation in Christ Jesus. It is interesting that Pope Benedict XVI at the end of the recent Unity Week at the Basilica of St Pauls outside the Walls in Rome  gave an excellent exhortation about working with our brothers and sisters from other faith traditions. To this end  I can personally vouch for MTM and Peter Lane from a sound and happy ecumenical perspective.
An Appeal for others in Australia 
There are other speakers, groups and associations that can aid and inform the People of God with a dynamic practical and learned  catholic conference on sexuality. Fr Chris Riley has recently been featured in Church News about a National Treatment Model  called a New Pathways Program for young people with problematic sexual behaviours. His aim is to help them develop pro-social values that allow them to live in their communities  without presenting unsafe conduct to others.
Melinda Tankard Reist had been a personal inspiration to me. I have read her books and attended one of her talks. She is a brave woman challenging the sexualisation of girls.  I am hopeful that the people and groups I have mentioned in this short article might think about coming to a conference in the winter of 2013 in Brisbane.

Conclusion 

I  have not included every group or individual involved in sexual education or ethics or programmes in my article but I would like to hear from you the reader what your ideas and your thoughts and insights might be. We need discernment, prayer and the People of God as a pilgrim people indicating their needs and wants in this regard. I am confident that Brisbane can host a meaningful conference, with men and women from other parts of Australia willing to contribute both as presenters and conference participants. By complementing the local presenters we can deliver an wholistic and enriching experience in the winter of 2013.
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