Article for Scottish Catholic Observer
There is an unpleasant monotony in being asked as a Church leader to comment on the latest set of statistics produced by the authorities covering such issues as abortions, teenage pregnancies and sexually transmitted diseases.

The task is unpleasant because the figures reveal ever greater depths of human suffering and it is monotonous because the story is always the same … abortion rates seem always to be rising, and teen pregnancy statistics and STD infections also chart a constantly upward path.

Each set of new figures leads to a fresh outbreak of hand-wringing on the part of commentators and legislators.

It should lead to similar hand-wringing from all people of good will.

And so I was shocked and indeed angered to read in one of our newspapers of quality that “the Roman Catholic Church must take some responsibility for the way debate on this issue has been closed down”.  What is that supposed to mean?  

Have we not all along as a Church expressed the very view that recent headlines have proclaimed, namely that the “Scottish sexual health strategy has failed?”  As we have repeatedly pointed the problem is in part due to the fact that strategies over the years have implied that sexual activity was all right as long as it was safe sex instead of instilling in our young people a sense of responsibility in the exercise of their sexuality.

Far from closing down debate we have been constant in our desire to conduct a debate on public health issues relating to sexuality, not because of some outdated prejudice over the issue but because we see human sexuality as a treasure which needs careful nurturing and an area which deserves the fullest attention of public policy-makers.
In reality sex is not simply a recreational activity, but a means by which children are brought into this world and families created. I suppose for repeating this I will be called a “conservative cleric”, but I cannot see why that should make me in any way responsible for closing down the debate.

As a Church we have encouraged political debate by supporting such groups as SPUC; have addressed the issue of crisis pregnancies by such agencies as the Cardinal Winning Pro Life Initiative; and supported good counselling and practical help to young and not so young women through such agencies as Life and the Innocents.  
We have certainly been prepared to put our money where our mouth is, and I cannot see how that closes down the debate.

The Catholic Church is not against the joy  of sex, but the Catholic Church, even if many of its own adherents are deaf to what it teaches, has from the beginning pointed out that once you pull apart the unitive and procreative aspects of sexual love, you create, what clearly Scotland has created (and has no merit in not being alone in this), namely a society where sex, particularly among the young, is less and less a sign of real commitment with a view to permanent relationship and family, and more a recreational activity to be indulged in with an ever increasing sense that it does not matter if you get pregnant because you can always at the last have an abortion.  

How long as a society are we going to tolerate this view?  Of course we can always blame the Catholic Church in some way for what has happened - but there is nothing new in that!  

Yet the news is not all bad.

Recently, with support from the Scottish Government, the Catholic Education Service has provided a whole series of educational materials for teachers and pupils at each stage of secondary education entitled “Called to Love”.  What we are seeking to do is to provide leadership not only within our own Catholic schools, but hopefully outwith our schools, in showing a different way, a way which is enlightened by the Gospel we preach, and the practice of those who, in response to our teaching have over the years established sound relationships, in which they have both fulfilled their own need to love and be loved, and provide a secure environment for those coming to birth.

That is a message that is neither unpleasant nor monotonous.  It is one that needs to be spread far and wide.  Even among politicans and journalists!
