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PARABLE OF THE TALENTS

REJOICE IN THE LORD

	That phrase has a lovely ring about it, doesn't it?  Those of us who are people of faith find that a delightful saying.  When we think about it and take it to heart, we have an image of being close to the Lord and focusing on His personal goodness.  That is wonderful and good; something we should do more often.  The Lord is great.  It is inspiring, simply to be in His presence.  Contemplating His goodness, in Himself, is the highest form of prayer.  That is our calling as His sons and daughters.  We are to recognize the total wonder of God and how our vocation in life is to praise Him through words and deeds.  We can never recognize His goodness enough.

	While the most exalted form of prayer is to completely concentrate on God in and of Himself, it is also a beautiful form of recognizing and responding to Him by looking into our own lives, in His presence.  Often gratitude is a necessary first step to complete adoration.  We all realize how good God has been to us.  We can never truly recognize how good.  But we are enough aware so that our hearts often fill with gratitude when we think of the richness and fulfillment in our lives.  As we contemplate the gifts of the Lord to us, we become conscious of even greater graces and blessings.  Then, as the abundance of His generosity becomes more and more clear, our attention switches from the gifts to the giver.  We transfer our recognition from what has been done for us to the person of the giver.

	If we were asked to write down a list of the greatest blessings we have received during the course of our years on this earth, all of us could fill page after page.  It is simply amazing how generously we have been treated by our Father.  Our parents, our home, education, a decent income, our marriages, our children, the freedoms of our country.  The list could go on and on.  Everyone of the gifts, large and small, which have been showered upon us has enriched our lives and brought so much benefit and completion with them.  As we reflect, we realize how overwhelmingly blessed we have been.  How poverty stricken we would be without the Lord's fulsome outpouring of His graces.

	A strong probability exists that one of the most beautiful and meaningful of these gifts is not on our list.  The likelihood is strong that our masculinity or femininity has not been mentioned.  Now that it has been brought up, we might say: "Oh yes, add that to the inventory.".  But we just mix it in with a whole bunch of other things.  We are not prone to consider sexuality one of the things I should be most grateful for receiving.  We are not opposed to it.  We do give a nod of gratitude but there are so many other graces which elicit far greater appreciation.

			Our Life Is Sexual

	Most obviously, we are thankful for life itself.  That is the most fundamental of all the divine gifts.  But we fail to recognize that God didn't give us life; He gave us sexual life.  We are not undifferentiated creatures.  We are men and women.  The life He breathed into us was markedly sexual.  We don't think along those lines, do we?  When we think about creation, we have a mental image of life, standing by itself.  We don't specifically identify that existence as sexual.  Yet God's revelation in Genesis underlined that dimension.  The story of creation is definitively sexual.  "Male and female He created them.".  When we think of our own birth, it is the birth of a baby.  The first question asked about us, however, by all members of our families, after reassuring themselves of our health, was: "Is it a girl or boy?".

	We do not really recognize the fulness of creation, for all and most particularly our own selves, unless we embrace and prioritize the sexual purview.  No human life exists outside the sexual realm.  When we say that we are grateful for our lives, an inadequacy exists unless the sexual dimension is in the forefront.  Our sexuality is not merely an accidental adjunct to our being.  It is core to whom we are created to be by our Father.  Masculinity and femininity are not mere extras; they are essential to our personhood.  We cannot be our full selves in the absence of our sexuality.  Our whole self understanding and acceptance is founded in this reality.

	A basic aspect of joy in the Lord is to joyfully clasp our womanliness/manliness to our hearts.  We should be proud to be a woman, a man.  This, in no way, implies that we should have any sense of superiority.  Neither man nor woman is better.  God has no preferences for one or the other.  Simply an overwhelmingly tender love for each of us.  He delights in our sexuality and the intertwining differences which make its so wonderful.


			Differences


	As humans, we have great difficulty with differences.   Our tendency is to look at those who are different from us, in any way, as lacking something.  We act this way because we don't want to admit that someone else has something we don't have which is valuable.  So we convince ourselves that if we have something and they don't, then they are the ones missing something.  What they have is not worth having because we are the best.  We establish the way we are as the norm.  That is the way everyone should be.  Oh, we would give them credit for their goodness and the right to be the way they are but on the inside we are convinced it is better to be our way.  That is horrible.  If everyone was exactly the same, what a boring world we would have.  How terrible it would be if there were only men or only women.  It's not just that there would be no possibility of having children.  But, if the world was perceived only with masculine or feminine eyes, so much would be missed.

	We have this problem with accepting differences, in so many areas.  There are ethnic, religious, racial and class diversities, in this country.  We have made some attempts to accommodate them through laws, passed to insure equal treatment.  But laws can't change hearts.  The mind set which rejects others is still entirely too prevalent.  We find it so difficult to positively embrace those who think, act and live differently than ourselves.  It is such a struggle to find the balance between being proud of who we are and delighting in others.

	The pride in our sexuality we recommend is a positive one.  If I am not happy being a man, I will not treat women well.  (Men will not benefit much from my company either.)  I will abuse them in one form or another: keeping them in their `place' in order to protect myself from their having any power or influence over me; treating them as inferior, as a defense mechanism against my own sense of inferiority; making them sex objects; trivializing their interests and concerns and in that way demanding that they recognize a superiority in me which I don't truly recognize in myself; taking away their maturity by becoming the great protector and provider for the women in my life.  There are even harsher male violations of women's dignity and worth than the ones just mentioned.  But these are awful enough.  Women who are unhappy with being women punish men with anger, self pity, manipulation, demands for privilege and attention.


			More Emphasis On Sexuality


	In contradistinction to some of the wisdom of today, we need more emphasis on woman/manhood rather than less.  The man who truly appreciates and revels in his masculinity is most responsive to women.  He doesn't need to exert any pseudo authority over her.  He finds no necessity to `prove' himself by controlling her.  He has total security in his personhood.  The woman who delights in her femininity finds no inner drive to be competitive with men.  She doesn't find any interior urge to conquer and dominate the men in her life.  She is not bitter.  She is pleased with being a woman and wouldn't want to be anything else.  The conflicts which are so prevalent between man and women are the result more of self rejection than any other single factor.

	[Please don't take the above paragraph as an attempt to justify the prejudice women face and the injustices they experience in our society.  These are horrible and should be corrected immediately.  Our women are not given equal opportunity, a premise on which this country was founded.  The root of these repressions of women's freedoms and capabilities is masculine self doubt and rejection which has led to their irresponsibility in the home and their dominance in the work place.  We need laws to control the external evil and redress the deprivation we all experience because of the loss of our women's talents and gifts.  Even more, we need the healing of our men from the damage which has been done them by the absence, physical or personal, of their fathers.  Also, we must remember that this Booklet is addressed to couples who are sincerely working on their relationship.  It is not intended to channel its thoughts to the broader dimensions of the culture in which we function.  The focus here is to consider the possibilities of sexual awareness and appreciation in solid marriages.  In that context, we insist that our sexual differences should be emphasized, not to divide or create distance but to bring us closer to one another in understanding, compassion, delight and enthusiasm.]

	The pride in our sexuality we refer to is that of accepting our masculinity or femininity as a powerful and wonderful gift from God, enhancing our whole life, giving us possibilities which could never be available without it.  God was directly involved in the coming into being of each one of us.  He didn't just start the human race off at one particular time and them left it up to nature.  Creation is His.  He allows parents to share this power with Him but He is the prime force.  Each of us comes directly from the hand of God.  We certainly can't say that our sexuality was a matter of no concern to Him or peripheral to His purposes.  Our Father specifically chose us to be the sexual persons we are.

	It is customary to proclaim that the birth of a child is a miracle.  We know God must be involved.  That involvement of His is definitely in terms of our femininity or masculinity.  We are wonderful specifically because we are female/male.  We wouldn't be human without that.  Our sexuality proclaims the wonder of the Lord, in a special way.  That can be difficult to fully accept.  We are not accustomed to look upon anything connected with sex as Godly or holy.  But it truly is.






			Images Of God


	We speak of being images of God.  That is the highest honor which can be bestowed upon us.  Because of our failures and difficulties in interactions as men and women on this earth we have gotten into a tug of war over the sexuality of God.  We scrutinize the Bible to find places where God is referred to in terms of one sex or the other.  We snipe at one another.  In some circles, this area has become the touchstone of acceptability.

	We have reversed the whole point of creation.  God isn't supposed to reveal us; we are to reveal him.  We mess it all up by arguing whether God is masculine or feminine.  God is neither male nor female.  God is pure spirit.  But we are one or the other and that fact is a most significant part of our call to be images of the Lord.  So, instead of disputing about the sexuality of God, which is ridiculous, we should be looking to develop our sexuality in order to be better images of the Lord.  The problem is not God's sexuality.  The real problem is our lack of embracing and developing our own.  We have to get away from trying to make God image us.  When men do not delve into the fulness of their masculinity and continue to grow in it day by day, year by year, their dimension of the imaging they are called to is sadly deficient.  When women avoid the fulness of their femininity, we know less about God.  We would be so much better served to spend our time and energy looking into our sexuality and what barriers have been erected both from within and without to its full meaning and appreciation in our lives.  God does not reveal our sexuality.  Our sexuality reveals God.


			Sexuality And Personhood


	When we talk about sexuality, we are referring to the whole personhood of the individual.  We are not restricting ourselves to sex.  That is an activity.  In the context of the marital relationship, love making is one of the means through which we express our sexuality to one another.  It is a beautiful way to reassert our commitment to one another and is a prime source of intimacy which feeds the whole relationship.  In sex outside of marriage, mutual self centeredness dominates.  The act itself becomes central.  Those in such circumstances don't even recognize any difference between marital sex and what they are experiencing.  To them, sex is sex.

	But sex in marriage, while essential, is but a part of who they are to one another.  Even those who engage in sex with the greatest possible frequency have many other activities and experiences in life together.  The act of sex, even when it is most devoted and full of tender meaning, has limitations.  There are many hours in the day when they are not having sex.  Sexuality, on the other hand, is unrestricted.  We can always be sexual with one another, no matter what the outside pressures or other responsibilities.  Our man/womanliness is always at our disposal in our interactions with one another.

	Sex is not our sexuality.  It is the single most powerful expression of it.  That needs to be restated and stressed.  Unfortunately, we have an inclination to reduce our understanding of the sexual to the physical sexual organs or to sexual activity.  Thus, we reduce it to externals.  Our sexuality pervades our whole being.  Not a single part of us is not masculine/feminine.  Even the most seemingly a-sexual parts of a person, say their little finger or the tip of their nose, is sexually defined.  Every cell in our bodies is identifiable as that of a woman's or man's.  That reality cannot be shrugged off and considered irrelevant.  Recent studies have discovered that the brains of men and women are different.  Men have more white matter, while women have more gray.  Women have more connective links between the two hemispheres.  One suggested conclusion from this is that it enables women to exercise the functions of these hemispheres more simultaneously.  Some scientists are hypothesizing that these differences cause men and women to think differently.  Not better than one another, but differently.


			To be Wholly Sexual


	Limiting our definition of the sexual to sex underlies our difficulty with understanding and accepting its Godliness.  It is seen as too human or (horribly) as part of our animal nature.  We do not consider it one of the higher faculties granted to us.  We like sex.  We couldn't conceive of being happy in marriage without it.  But we consider our love to be on a higher plane.  Without question, marital love is the most awe inspiring love possible to humanity.  Nothing compares with the total intimacy possible in a good marriage.  The essential note which distinguishes the marital from all other relationships is that it is sexual.  That means in all aspects, not merely on the occasions of making love.

	We truly denigrate the sexual meaning of our relationship when we make reference to a `greater' or more `mature' love, in contradistinction to the love that caused us to discover and choose one another.  When we say that we mean marriage is more than genital activity.  But it is not something beyond the sexual.  In truth, the sexual fuels and nurtures all the qualities of our love, no matter how expressed.  As a matter of fact all our relationships are sexual.  Whether we are considering the parent child, friend to friend (of the same or opposite sex), sibling relationship we are interacting sexually.  That is because we are sexual through and through.  We cannot doff our masculinity or femininity, at any time.  We think we can.  So we call these other relationships non sexual or not romantic.  Actually, they are sexual but non genital.  To be non sexual, if that were possible, we would not be ourselves.

	Much emphasis is devoted to this point because our present reaction to the sexual is so genitally oriented.  With such interpretation, it is perfectly understandable that we would be quite restrictive.  That is true not only outside the marriage but also within it.  We are perfectly correct in asserting that marital love has to be much more than the activity of the sex organs.  Where we are incorrect, is when we limit our overtly sexual responses to one another to the occasions of making love or intending to do so.  Our sexuality includes our whole personhood not merely our physical side.

	Being a man or a woman is seen as so ordinary, so matter of fact.  We take it for granted.  "Yes, I'm a woman.  I know that.  Sure I'm male.  Everyone can see that.".  But that is considered that and life goes on.  We want to bring out the transcendence of sexuality, the all pervasiveness of it.  One of the beautiful differences between humans and animals is precisely in this area.  The male and female animal are only interested in one another when the female is ovulating.  That, due to God's blessing, is definitely not true for us.

	Suppose, a baby was born and raised in a dark cave.  The only sights it saw were in the immediate confines of the enclosure.  As the child grew to maturity, with just those restricted objects of vision, it would be understandable for him or her not to be overly impressed with the ability to see.  Certainly, there would be some appreciation but not to the degree that someone who had the whole world with which to exercise their eyesight.  The eyesight is equally developed in both cases.  The capability is equally there.  But the opportunities are worlds apart.  The same is true when we make sexuality primarily, if not exclusively, genital.

	We haven't been given life.  We have been given sexual life.  It is always a shame when we meet someone who hasn't lived up to their potential, despite being immensely talented.  Whether this tragedy occurred because of their own laziness, lack of ambition or some outside circumstances which took away the opportunity, doesn't change our sadness.  We properly feel it is such a waste.  Sexuality is such a magnificent talent.  It shouldn't go to waste.


			Developing Our Sexuality


	We don't have to achieve our sexuality.  We only have to receive and embrace it.  God made me male or female.  It is accomplished already  We have always been sexual persons.  We have always been masculine or feminine from the moment of our conception.  The y or second x chromosome is not an afterthought.  It doesn't appear on the scene at a later point.  We have never experienced being anything other than our masculine or feminine self.  Our sexuality is to be rejoiced over and appreciated for all the good it brings us and our loved ones.  That latter point is important.  Our sexuality is not merely for us individually.  It is to bring joy to the beloved.  Therefore, we want to be as fully sexual as we can be not only because our own identity is as stake but for the well being and happiness of our beloved.

	While our sexuality is a given, there is more to it.  We cannot just acknowledge that fact and let it be.  We are fully sexual beyond our choice to be or not to be.  But then, there is the question of how we develop that talent.  By definition, humans are rational animals.  Regardless of how or whether a person uses that capability, the capacity to think is there.  But if it allowed to lie fallow, the loss of potential is drastic.  In sexuality, the same is true.  We have our sexuality.  We will be sexual all our lives.  Now what are we doing with it?  Do we think we should do anything with it?

	We have all sorts of ways to develop our other talents.  School for our brains.  Nutrition for proper health and physical growth.  Parents would consider themselves sadly lacking, were they to fail in providing these things for their offspring.  But we think sexuality is like Topsy, something that just grows.  There is a certain informal development of our sexuality in the socialization which comes with adolescence.  But that is more focused on sex than the sexual.  Once we grow up, we think our sexuality is as completely matured as our bodies.  That is especially true when we marry.  We would all recognize the fallacy of the thinking which would cause a person to let him/herself go physically because they didn't need to watch their weight now that they had caught their partner.  That should equally apply to our masculinity and femininity.  We should be growing sexually all our lives.

	We want to revel in our sexuality and not merely tolerate it as a fact of life or turn it on and off.  We want to be fully sexual throughout our day and in all circumstances, especially with one another.  We don't often think about our sexuality as a gift to the one we love.  We might believe we are capable lovers.  By that we would mean that we are accomplished at the physical aspects of love making.  We do `it' right.  In fact, we pride ourselves on making sure the other is pleased.  But we tend not to think so much about being sexual on a twenty four hour basis.  We have boxed our sexuality, cordoned it off into a specific, narrow facet of our lives.

	When we talk about being sexual with one another throughout our whole relationship, in all our marital interactions, we are not talking about sexiness.  That is an act we put on, a practice we engage in as a habit or an intermittent practice.  It normally is used as a prelude to intercourse or as a tactic to get something I want.  While usually ascribed to women, men engage in this too.  With them, its expression is more verbal.  (Not exclusively.  Men can be just as overt about physical appearance.)  Sexiness has nothing to do with our identity.  It can be a characteristic way of acting which I have developed over the years.  But it is genitally not sexually oriented.  For the most part, the attention is on self and is often manipulative.  The purpose of sexiness is to attract attention to me.


			Shaky Sexual Self Image


	Much tentativeness comes over us when we consider the security of our sexual self image.  It would be hard to discover any of us who was completely comfortable in our sexuality.  We have all met extremely masculine or feminine people who, when we got to know them, revealed that they saw themselves as drab and uninteresting.  We see people everyday who are so insecure in their sexuality that they have to hit on every woman they meet or who are hanging out of their dress.  Plastic surgeons make a fortune from the sexually threatened.  Of course, all this focuses on the externals, how I look.  Physical appearance is nice and all that but it doesn't determine our sexuality.  To see that, all we have to do is look at what was considered attractive in previous generations.  Or we could look at different cultures.  We have a fixation, for example on being slim and trim.  (We use the expression hard body.)  Other peoples are turned off by what they consider to be a mess of bones.

	The struggle for an adequate sexual self image is not only a phenomenon of teenagers.  We all know the agonies they go through as they grow into their bodies.  We feel such sympathy for them.  They are suffering so much.  Besides, their agonies remind us of our own.  While we have great empathy for them, we believe we are beyond that stage.  In fact, we often express gratitude that we don't have to go through that again.  We think we have cleared that hurdle and it is not a current concern.  Would that this were the case.  So much about us is rooted in the sexual.  You don't have to be a Freudian to believe that.

	Some examples pop readily to mind which are symptoms of sexual insecurity in marriage.  Most obviously, attention seeking and the demand to be constantly reassured of how attractive I am.  The plaintive and insistent query: "Do you love me?".  Having to be told how much younger I look than my contemporaries.  Spending a great deal of time and energy on clothes and cosmetics (Both male and female).  Resenting even the slightest attention to another man or woman.  Reluctance to respond sexually to the spouse.  (That one is hard for the person to judge for self.  The spouse is in a better position to draw that conclusion.)  Often this indicates a dissatisfaction with our bodies, feeling unattractive.  Another version of this is the unwillingness to be undressed in front of the other.

	All these and similar examples are expressions of self doubt about my sexual attractiveness.  The spouse is put in the awkward position of constantly having to prove they find me attractive.  They are hard pressed to do this since I am not likely to believe them any way.  The basic problem is not my sexuality and how the spouse perceives it but how I do.  Nothing will fundamentally change until I accept my spouse's attraction for me rather than my own.  This is so difficult to do.

	In the past, many good people were afflicted with scruples.  This was a condition of soul in which the person saw everything they did or what they did in a specific area of life, as sinful.  This condition especially manifested itself in sexual matters.  They never saw themselves as pleasing to God.  In their minds, they were constantly in the state of sin.  The good confessor would inform them that their conscience was out of whack.  Their ability to distinguish right from wrong was not functioning.  Therefore, until this condition was cured, they were to replace their own conscience with his.  He would direct and guide them in moral matters, for as long as it took to get them back on track.  This was the only cure.  Even those who would agree that they had this disease, and they were worse than alcoholics with denial, found it almost impossible to follow such wise direction.  It was always: "Well just let me confess those sins one more time so that I'm sure I said them right.  Maybe you didn't understand the last time I was here.".  Or: "Father, you just don't know how bad I am."  Or: "I agree with you on the other sins but in this one you don't realize what I was thinking when I did it.".

	The same denial can be build into the spouse when they are asked to listen to the spouse's recognition of his/her sexuality, rather than their own.  "Oh, I know you say I'm beautiful/handsome, but you're only saying that because you have to.".  "I suppose you mean it but I know I'm not very masculine/feminine.".  You've got to be kidding.  Look at so and so and compare me with them."  "You're so kind.  That's why you would say that.".  "Maybe, I used to be but not anymore.".  As with the scrupulous person, they have to truly accept that their judgement is flawed.  It doesn't matter for what reason.  But they are incapable, at this time, of making a balanced judgement of their own sexuality.  The only possible way out is to turn it over to the beloved.  His/her view of my sexuality is much more accurate.

	Beyond the more obvious symptoms of sexual self rejection, many more subtle ones come into play.  They include: an unwillingness to be sexual other than on the occasion of sex; deep seated anger; negative attitudes toward women/men; always having to be right; lack of personal affection displayed toward spouse and children; unwillingness to open up about personal feelings; consumerism expressed by a need for possessions, success, money.  All of the above express a sense of sexual inadequacy.  People confident in their own sexuality and happy as a man or woman don't act in these ways.

	Another major sign of a problem in the area of sexual self image is indicated by those who are most insistent that sexuality is irrelevant.  This is more prevalent than we would like to admit.  It comes from hurts.  People who have had their sex held against them in relation to opportunities for employment or advancement on the job; those who have been limited in educational opportunities because of sex are likely candidates for this mistake.  They have been oppressed and damaged because of their sexuality.  They conclude that the solution is to deny the very existence of anything other than anatomical differences.  These same people would be the first to plead with a lover not to love them only for their body.  Worse, they are biting off their nose to spite their face.  They throw away an essential aspect of their personal identity in order to achieve their identity.  It is a contradiction in terms.

	The symptoms mentioned here, in the last few paragraphs, are not intended to lay a heavy burden of guilt on those who recognize themselves.  Just as the confessor who dealt with a scrupulous penitent did not talk in terms of blame.  Rather, care and compassion motivated him to explain the situation to that person and offer help.  The same is true here in the matter of inadequate sexual self worth.  Such people already are experiencing too much denial of their own worth.  They don't need more from the outside.  They are already doing quite a job on themselves, by themselves.  The reason for raising these points is to help in recognition.  Many people see the traits mentioned as the problem.  They are not the problem.  They are symptoms which will disappear when they are able to truly rejoice in the full beauty of their manhood or womanliness.  Once they have embraced their femininity/masculinity they no longer have to defend themselves against the deficiencies they believe are inherent to them.



SEXUALITY


	Just what is sexuality?  We have seen what it is not.  It isn't sexiness which is merely a mask, a way of acting which enables me to accomplish my purposes or disguises my sense of deprivation.  This is a cruel hoax on myself most of all.  I have to see my value in luring others through sex because I don't believe people will respond to me for myself.  Nor is sexuality primarily genital.  It is true that being sexual means having sexual organs.  My sexuality gives me the capability to engage in sex but that is merely one expression of the full power of sexuality.  Sexuality should not force roles upon us.  This gift is meant to expand us, not limit our potential.  It is a false view of sexuality which would assert that only men could be the leaders, doctors, lawyers, while women have to take orders, be nurses and law clerks.  Sexuality has nothing to do with the jobs we perform.  It is ordained to relationship not employment.  Sexuality is an interior ordination directing us toward responsiveness toward others, most especially those of the opposite sex.

	Our present circumstances cause us to be most reluctant, if not absolutely opposed to nominate any particular quality as being specifically masculine or feminine.  This is understandable since our women have suffered from so much domination and restriction based on a messed up attitudes toward what our differences should mean.  They have been used to keep women in their `place'.  What an oppressive attitude.  Hardly one which could be considered in any way human much less Godly.  A woman's place is where she is, not where someone imagines she is supposed to be or prefers that she be for his own profit or comfort.

	Any identification of masculine or feminine qualities which leads to either sex being reduced in their possibilities of expressing themselves is to be sharply condemned.  We've used this in the past and the remnants of those attitudes are still present in order to tell women that they couldn't be as good politicians, scientists, army officers.  Nor did they deserve the same money for identical work.  We've used those attitudes to tell men that they could not be as good parents as women nor could they be trusted to be as personally understanding and comforting.  We are indignant at the abuse this inflicted upon our women.  We haven't yet faced what we are doing to our men.  In some ways, they have suffered even more than our women and will continue to do so, until we address this honestly with a commitment to change.

	While our masculinity/femininity should never be allowed to determine what we can do, it is a fatal mistake to refuse to admit the effect it has on our personhood and how we relate to others.  There are masculine characteristics and feminine ones.  It couldn't help but be that way considering how totally sexually we have been made.  We do have to be very careful not to jump to the conclusion that something is one or the other because that is the way things have worked out.  That could be because it wasn't socially acceptable for a man to be other than his wife's assistant when it came to the children.  Or the woman never had a chance in school to be good at math because girls weren't supposed to be.  Nor do we claim that every woman is exactly one way and every man another.  There are infinite variations of both sexes.  Some men are much more capable and comfortable with sharing their feelings than some women.  Some women are much more protective of their families than some men.  We certainly are well aware that there is no such thing as the complete male, the total female.  Each sex has to embrace and integrate the sexuality of the other that is within them.

	We do believe, though, that it is self delusory to postulate that all differences between the two are the result of acculturation.  The argument between nature and nurture will never be completely settled, as to one particular characteristic or the other.  It can be said that the differences are neither all innate nor all learned behavior.  In any case, the dispute is moot for us.  We live now.  We are the kind of people we are.  We have to relate to our spouse as he or she is.  Possibly, in the next generation, things will be different but for now we have to face our reality.  This is one case where the woman/man on the street is wiser than the academics.  The normal everyday good married person has no doubt whatsoever that men and women are different.  Moreover, with some exceptions, usually temporary, they enjoy the differences.

	With all the above cautions and qualifications, it is possible to make an attempt at defining sexuality.  To put it in the most rudimentary terms: sexuality is what makes a man a man and a woman a woman.  In general, we can say: most women are more in touch with the rhythms of their bodies, if for no other reason than their monthly periods.  Women personalize everything.  They interpret whatever happens around them in terms of how they feel about it and what effect it might have on them.  They are contextual in their dealings with others, not only interested in the whats but the whos.  They have been now oriented.  (This might be because, up until recently, they have been dependent economically.  Or it could be a maternal instinct not being willing to sacrifice the present pleasure of the child for some potential future benefit.)  Women are in touch with their feelings and want to be in touch with the feelings of those they love by verbal communication.  Women form friendships on the basis of mutual verbal exchange.  Verbal intimacy is a pre condition for sex.

	Men, on the other hand, don't think there is any rhythm to their bodies so they don't look for any.  (It might not be such a wild hypothesis to lean toward the thought that further research will ultimately discover a masculine rhythm based on the ebb and flow of male hormones.)  They objectivize things.  They are more interested in what than who.  They are distrustful of their feelings taking them out of control.  (This does not imply that the average man is fearful of his wife's feelings carrying her out of control.  He's afraid his would.)  They are future oriented.  (This might be because he has, until lately had the whole burden of supporting the family, not only during his lifetime but after his death.  He is fearful, if he doesn't look to the future now, he will fail in this responsibility.)  He is usually not as much in touch with his feelings and is uncomfortable talking about them.  The man forms friendships on the basis of doing things together.  A sexual climate (not solely sex) is a necessary environment for his verbal intimacy.

	These differences are noted with the previous cautions reemphasized.  Not every man/woman has all these characteristics in exactly the same measure.  Some women will have some of the male characteristics without it reducing her femininity in any way.  And vice versa for the man.  We are talking general patterns here.  We certainly do not suggest that the variations between men and women have anything whatsoever to do with their qualifications for employment.  Nothing in those traits has anything to do with who is better at what job.  That depends on their skills.  We are talking personhood and relationship.  Nor are we taking a stand in the question of whether they are natural to each sex or trained into them.  We simply state that this is a fairly normal situation in which husbands and wives find themselves and we believe it would help them to recognize and embrace these differences, as of benefit to both.

	You will notice that these sexual traits are merely identified.  No judgements have been passed that would deem one sex's superior to the other's.  In all cases, they are equally good not only for the person who possesses them but especially for the beloved's sake.  Don't resist this list because you don't like to be considered like other people.  You want to believe you are unique.  You're right.  You are absolutely unique in the way you live out the attributes, common to your sex.  This compulsion which some of us have to resent any implications of similarities to others is of dubious maturity.  We can maintain our special personhood without claiming to be of another species. (For some analysis of these traits and a more complete development of male/female differences you might refer to: Male And Female He Created Them from the Celebrate Love Series.)

	The list is not comprehensive.  Many more distinctions exist between men and women.  Start with those that are there and then add others which occur to you.  Also, please don't quarrel with the ones mentioned.  Simply drop the one or other you disagree with and look at the others.  It would be foolish to get all hot and bothered because of something like that and miss the whole point.  If something does cause your temperature to rise, you might look a little deeper and attempt to discover why such a reaction is occurring.  Usually, when one of our hot buttons is pushed, it is more important to focus on what's underneath than the stimulus.


			Looking At Our Gift


	The first list to consider is the one about your own sex.  Look at it in itself.  Don't compare your list with the one which applies to your spouse.  Take the characteristics which have been identified as generally characteristic of men or women.  Take the one where you most see yourself.  Are you pleased with being this way?  Not in the spirit of: "Thanks be to God I am not like those others - men/women."  But just focusing on my own reaction to me.  Do I like; personalizing/objectivizing everything.  Am I satisfied with myself in the way I form friendships; prioritize the now/the future; taking my body for granted/being in touch with its rhythms?  If you are pleased, see how you can increase this.  If not, discover whether the dissatisfaction comes from within you or from without.  It can sometimes happen that a woman has been told so often that she is too emotional that she begins to see this virtue as a defect.  Or the man has been informed over and over that his quest for the truth is cold and unfeeling.  Or we could be allowing political positions to be come personal ones.  It is hard to conceive of anything sillier than bringing politics into the bedroom.  Let Gloria Steinam and her male equivalent get you thinking about how you vote not how you relate to your loved one.

	If the external is the problem, then something has to be done to counter the damage.  These are good qualities and the attempt to take them away has damaged our sexuality.  Your spouse can be a big help in this.  Ask your spouse to tell you how much he/she appreciates this very quality which you have begun to doubt.  It's possible that your wife/husband has been the external force leading you to doubt.  Maybe, their comments or attitudes toward this masculine or feminine quality of yours have been critical.  In which case, lovingly, without anger, place yourself trustingly in their hands and explain how this damages you.  Ask them to build this quality up in you rather than tear it down.

	If you yourself have been the source of the rejection of this quality as good, find out why you are acting this way toward yourself.  One reason might be that you consider your spouse better than yourself and like her/his quality better.  Comparisons of personal goodness are never helpful.  If you admire the quality, adopt it.  There is no necessity of abandoning your own in order to do that.  Marriage is supposed to add to our goodness not subtract from it.  In any case, whatever the cause of your self rejection seek support from your spouse.  That is your first and most powerful source of help.  Tell that person how you feel about yourself in this area of masculinity or femininity.  Ask them to build you up here.  Acting in this manner will be a twofold blessing.  It will provide immediate and consistent assistance in your need.  It will bring the two of you closer together.


			The Spouse's Gifts


	After taking one trait, ponder the others, one at a time, and deal with them in the same way.  Then, look at the sexual attributes which were mentioned concerning the sexuality of your spouse.  Which one do you most recognize and admire in her/him?  Think over specific examples of how you have experienced that quality and what it has meant to you.  Let the other person know in full detail just how wonderfully you have been blessed because he/she is that way.  In all probability, you have noticed it before and mentioned it.  But coming out of the blue like this will afford special cogency.  Your spouse needs to know how their sexuality effects you so that they can learn to appreciate being a woman/man more.  You have great power to add to their sexual self appreciation.  We fail to do this often enough.  This doesn't come from any major fault in us.  It is just that, to us, the other person's quality is so evident that it doesn't seem necessary to speak about it all the time.  It may be evident to us but not to the mate.  We should mention it constantly.  We don't have any problem with saying: "Thank you" everytime something is done for us, even if it is just being offered a cup of coffee or being given help in carrying the packages.  We don't allow ourselves to overlook these kindnesses.  Nor should we by pass the far greater gift of the spouse's special expressions of sexuality.

	Then, do the same with the rest of the list which refers to your spouse.  If there is one or other there you find upsetting, look for reasons.  Possibly, the way she expresses her femininity, in this particular area, threatens your masculinity.  Maybe, his masculine expression of himself, in a particular way, rubs against your conviction of how a man ought to behave toward a woman.  In which case, the change has to be in you.  Femininity should bring out a man's masculinity in fuller measure.  When it threatens, a lack of security is revealed.  When a husband's masculinity goes against his wife's expectations, those expectations should be modified.  Possibly, the classic feminine belief that she is supposed to get the man to change is at play here.

	This exercise can be a rich source of personal revelation for both as well as a wonderful opportunity for them to get closer to each other and understand each other more fully.  Take some time with this.  We cannot rip through this quickly, even in our own minds, much less in discussion with our spouse.  This is important to us.  The effort pays off.  We can make so much better use of our sexuality the more we recognize it.  We can appreciate and more properly treasure that of our spouse when we pay direct attention to it.


			Sexuality Is Wonderful


	Having gone through the above exercise, it will be much easier to evaluate just how much I appreciate being a woman/man.  Sometimes, it seems we just accept the inevitable.  I was born male.  When I was birthed, they shouted: "It's a girl.".  There is nothing I can do about it, so I might as well live with it and make the best of it.  Such an attitude does not indicate resentment or rejection.  To that extent, it is good.  But it doesn't express much excitement or joy.  A fatalism is being expressed here.  It is not too uncommon to feel this way.  We say: "What's the big deal.  You're either one or the other and I happen to be this.  There are advantages and disadvantages in either case.".

	One of the bad results of such an attitude is a lessening of the importance of our sexuality.  It makes it the luck of the draw, a grab bag situation.  That takes God out of it, number one.  We either make Him uninvolved or indifferent.  That is not true.  He chooses our sex for us.  We very much fit into His plans specifically as man or woman.  In the Catholic Church, we have a reverence for vocations.  We look on Matrimony, Religious Life, Priesthood and the Dedicated Single Life as special callings from God.  They are.  We are quite right to revere them.  They are essential states of life.  Without each of them, the world would be deprived.  Isn't it a matter of fascination that we never apply the concept of vocation directly to our sexuality?  Yet our sexuality is more intrinsic to us than any of those states are.  In a very real way, we can say that the prime vocation of each of us is our woman/manhood.  It is important to do this so that we come to a proper appreciation of how we fit in God's plans and how sanctifying sexuality is.


			God And Our Sexuality


	One of the most treasured and long standing principles of spirituality in the Catholic Church is: "Grace builds on nature.".  In other words, God's interaction with us is always in a human way.  He wants us to understand Him, so He speaks our language.  He communicates in ways which fit our ability to comprehend.  That is why He sent His Son to us, to be one of us.  Furthermore, He never enters our life in such a way as to violate our nature.  We are His creation and He reverences us, as He made us.  He created us sexual.  He treats this fact as equally important to Himself as it is to us.  Also, creation is God's means of revealing Himself to us.  Every bit of creation, from the most magnificent and awesome mountains to the tiniest grain of sand speaks of and for Him.  Man and womankind are the apex of His creative efforts.  Our beings speak of Him in the most powerful way of all creation.  We are sexual persons in our essence.  That sexuality speaks of God's desire for us, his tenderness and eagerness for us to belong to Him.  He wants to be ours and for us to be His.  God reverences our sexuality.  We should have the same respect.

	He communicates to us through our sexual awarenesses and understandings.  He treats men and women differently, because he made them that way.  He loves both, with equal passion, but doesn't treat them the same.  That would be lacking in reverence for the way He created them.  We need to fully accept our sexuality in order to be able to listen and respond to God's voice in our hearts.  When we struggle with our sexuality, we make it difficult for our Father to get through to us.  We are attempting to become our own creation rather than His.  He wants us to be pleased with the way He made us and enjoy the full dimensions of our sexual potential and power.

	We need to pray to get a God's eye view of the worth of manhood and womanhood.  This is His gift to me.  He knows best of all the full dimensions of that grace.  I need to go to Him for a full awareness and appreciation.  I will never achieve these on my own.  Isn't it odd that we hardly ever go to our Father to ask His view of our sexuality?  Most of the time we don't pay too much attention to it at all.  If some question does arise, we might mention it to a friend for their opinion; go to someone considered an expert in human sexuality or read a book.  But the Author we hardly think to consult.


			Our Sexuality and Our Spouse


	Our sexual self appreciation is a great gift we bring our beloved spouse.  When I have reservations about my masculinity/femininity or when I take it for granted, not only am I losing part of myself but my spouse is cheated of what they have a right to expect.  St. Paul was very definite: "Husbands, your bodies are not your own.  They are your wives'.  Wives your bodies are not your own.  They are your husbands'.".  Paul was not merely referring to sex in this instruction.  By body, he meant the whole person.  When we are not happy with our sexuality, we try to substitute other things as what we most want to give our wife or husband.  That might be money, status, position, sex, possessions, an orderly home, well bred children.  Each has a certain value but they do not compare with the blossoming fulness of my femininity or masculinity.

	Our unhappiness in this area makes us devalue the gift.  Our spouse might delight in it but we don't see it as all that worthwhile, which takes away the beloved's pleasure.  Furthermore, the less I value my own sexuality, the less I will value that of my wife or husband.  I can hardly expect myself to be all that delighted with femininity, if I'm not enthused about my masculinity.  If I am not over happy about being a woman, it would be unreasonable to expect me to be overjoyed about masculinity.  In fact, the opposite is more likely to happen, in both cases.  I can become even more rejecting of the other sex than I am of my own.  Or I could become jealous, believing the other has so many more advantages.  Either way the spouse comes out on the short end.

	If I am not happy being a woman or a man, I am not happy.  Period.  Furthermore, when I am not happy neither is my spouse, either in self or their sexuality.  My disease is highly communicative.  There is no way I can be content in life when disheartened in the essence of my being.  The answer is not to grit it out; to bear my cross.  The answer is to do whatever it takes to get at the root of my dissatisfaction and have that cured.  Nothing will change until I do.

	But our usual problem is not unhappiness with being a man or woman, at least on any long term basis.  There may be moments of pressure or friction which cause us to regret our lot.  But these are quickly overcome, in a good marriage.  The more likely situation is one of complacent acceptance of our sexuality as it is.  We don't fight our masculinity or femininity.  We just don't think all that much about it.  It is so much part of us and has been all our lives that we believe there is nothing to consider.  It is an accomplished fact.  All that is true but still misses the point.  This is not like our bodies.  They have come to their complete growth.  All we have to do is maintain them with exercise, nutrition and good health care.  Sexuality, on the other hand, is not merely physical.  It is suffused throughout our whole being.  Therefore, it is never finalized.  There is always more femininity or masculinity to bring forth in us.


				It's Me


	In most other things, our capabilities diminish as we age.  But in sexuality we can constantly have more.  Our fundamental happiness in life is essentially connected with our acceptance, awareness and enjoyment of ourselves as men/women.  Knowing that something, as essential to my identity as sexuality, has not been closed to further growth and development offers a tremendous amount of hope.  This fact affords a whole different vision of life.  Presently we tend to have a picture of life which reveals a set of early stages marked by tremendous spurts of new powers, followed by some years of stability, leading to slow and then rapid deterioration of my faculties.  That is not the way it has to be with our sexuality.  We can develop these powers more and more as life goes on.  We never run out of our sexuality.  Isn't that wonderful?

	As we learn, especially through our marriages, what it means to be a man we can heighten our masculine awareness and responsiveness.  As we discover in greater measure the potential of being a woman, we can live out what that means in ever more fulfilling ways.  We are so boxed into the physical when we consider sexuality that we believe the diminishing attractiveness of our bodies damages and lessens our sexuality.  That does not have to be true, unless we let this conviction take us over.

	Look at your children.  We don't consider them sexual, when they are little, because they haven't matured into the normal sex characteristics.  Yet your little girl can be the most feminine person in the house.  Many of the beautiful ways of expressing femininity can be blossoming in her.  Yet, her figure hasn't even developed, much less is it movie star perfect.  Your little boy can be all man, exuding masculinity.  His voice still pipes, though, his face is babyish and his body configuration is very little different from his sister's.  So sexuality is not dependent upon the physical.

	We have all come across old people who are delightfully masculine or feminine.  They are as full of their sexuality as the day is long.  They haven't made themselves dependent upon a full head of hair, a firm bust line, trim legs and hips, an unmarked face.  Their sexuality flows from their inner being, the way it should.  In physical terms, they are no different from the rest of their age group.  But they have a special quality about them which marks them off and causes us to notice them.  We are not referring to those with pleasant personalities, who are quite sociable.  That is a wonderful quality but something else entirely.  We are speaking of those who are specifically feminine or masculine, in their approach to others.  This is not as prevalent as it should be but it does happen.  So it is possible.

	This way of being is available to all of us.  To seize this opportunity we have to do two things.  We have to free ourselves from being chained to a physical definition of sexuality.  We cannot halt gravity.  We cannot, despite the propaganda of the cosmetic companies, prevent the wonderful lines of living from etching themselves upon our faces.  We start with the blank canvas of youth and gradually draw a portrait of our inner self, by the various wrinkles and crevices we develop.  This is a process beyond more than minimal control.  We can, though, take charge of how masculine or feminine we are.


			Developing The Gift


	We would be most distraught if our children did not mature physically.  How awful it would be if they remained childish all their lives?  We love them with their childish ways, now.  But we wouldn't want them to stay in that condition beyond the allotted time span.  Yet, we tolerate becoming a-sexual in later years.  That is not inevitable.  It is within our powers to do something about that common expectation.

	Between young adulthood and old age, most people are married.  There can be a strong tendency to tone down their sexuality.  Understandably, there should be differences in the way they respond to other people from the way they did when they were single.  They have committed themselves to an exclusive sexual love relationship.  The exclusivity is beyond question in good marriages.  The subject to be faced is how sexual is that marriage.  That is not as silly as it sounds.  Wives and husbands can limit their sexual responsiveness to one another to having sex.  It would be good for them to look back into their love history.  How sexual were they when they were dating?  If they weren't going to bed with one another, the answer is undoubtedly very much so.  The sexual awareness they had, at that time, was all encompassing.

	They could take that recollection and hold it up to their present experience of their relationship.  It should be even more sexual today.  They have had so much more practice at it.  If they discover that their sexual consciousness of one another is not as great, that should change.  It won't help to blame it on the hurly burly of marriage.  They were not unoccupied in the early days.  Even worse, would be to blame it on the spouse.  "Yes, it used to be so nice.  You used to....".  Each person is to look at themselves and evaluate their personal contribution to the situation.  I'm responsible for my own sexuality not my spouse's.  If I change, that will improve things immensely.  And it will provide and atmosphere in which the spouse will find it easier to make his or her own changes.

	We should be continuously growing in awareness of our sexuality.  We want to accept our responsibility to nurture and develop our sexuality  We resist because of fear of vulnerability.  Being sexual is a relationship quality.  It is not a private attribute but a form of personal communication.  Just the very fact of overtly accepting and expressing our masculinity or femininity opens us up to the reaction of others, most especially, the other, our spouse.  There have been hurts, specifically in relation to this faculty of ours which damages our sexual self image.  All of us, even the most blessed, have experienced painful sexual teasing, being used, misunderstood, turned off.  That leads us to be insecure and more determined to protect ourselves.

	We have a strong tendency to downgrade sexuality to a lower level.  We do not usually consider it one of the highest human qualities.  Many others we rank higher.  Each one of us wants to be the best possible marital partner.  We are very sincere about that and work very hard on it.  That is why we have a good marriage.  Yet, when we consider our marriage, as we frequently do, and evaluate how things are going and, especially, how we personally are living up to our hopes and dreams for us, where do we look?  We are most likely to review the areas of: generosity, self sacrifice, verbal communication, understanding, sensitivity, responsiveness.  These are necessary.  A marriage cannot survive without them.  Yet, these, by themselves are not sufficient.  Your husband didn't choose you because you is so self sacrificing, even though you may be magnificently so.  He choose you because you were the most womanly person he had ever met.  (He might know sexier people but you were the most womanly.)  Your wife did not respond with delight to your proposal of marriage because you were so generous, even if you are.  She wanted you and only you to be her husband because your manliness made her feel most like a woman.

	All those other qualities which loom so large in the consciousness of a good marriage partner's self examination have to be filled with the aura of sexuality for them to have a marital nature.  Otherwise, they could be an expression of friendship, duty, personal integrity.  The sexual climate is essential for their relationship to be truly one of husband and wife.

	When the sexual area comes into consideration, it is usually restricted to love making.  Are we doing it enough?  Is the other party pleased?  How can we add spice, do it better?  What do you like?  When are the best times?  What interferes?  Those questions have a certain value.  We should delve into them, from time to time.  But, in good marriages, these matters are fairly well settled, early in the marriage.  They just have to be brought out, on occasion, to be sure nothing has changed.  Sexuality is entirely different.  It is much more all encompassing than sex.  It should imbue our entire relationship.  Therefore, it should be the prime and most consistent area of reevaluation.  The basic question is: "How much more masculine/feminine am I becoming for you?".  That `for you' is vital.  My sexuality is my gift to you.  It is not for myself and my own personal development and fulfillment.  It is to bring out the fulness of you.


			Giving To One Another


	That awareness is key to the differences between the single person and the married one.  My marital commitment is not to live with you for our mutual benefit.  It is to live for you.  That is how I am to find my fulfillment in life.  That vision most particularly applies to the sexual dimension of our lives together.  I want to be the most woman I can be for you.  I want to be the man you deserve.

	It would be foolish to deny that there is no benefit to the individual.  Our own well being and happiness is at stake here along with that of our spouse.  No woman can be happy with herself when her femininity is suppressed.  No man can look interiorly into himself and be pleased, if his search does not reveal a powerful manhood.  So there is great profit to both husband and wife in themselves to creatively develop their sexuality.  However, it is even more essential to the growth and happiness of the spouse.  Her husband, his wife is deprived of the greatest gift the partner brings to the marriage.  All the other talents and graces they offer one another lose a core dimension of their marital meaning when not bathed in masculinity and femininity.  All these other things could be given them by someone else.  What makes them marital, and therefore unique to the two of them, is the sexual context.

	A husband can be as masculine as his wife's femininity allows.  A wife's femininity is most brought out by the power of her husband's masculinity.  When this doesn't happen, we see the excessive prissiness, clothes consciousness or, worse, anger, in the wife, while the man turns to the macho or, worse, apathy.  These defects are definitely an expression of a lack of sexual appreciation in the person's life.  Notice, we did not say that a person had to have sex to be happy.  We are asserting that we can't be happy, unless we experience and appreciate our man/womanhood in our selves and from others.

	When we are living without being in full touch with our masculinity/femininity we can't bring it to our relationship as a gift.  This is not a maintainence program, attempting to keep what we had of it when we walked down the aisle.  That was fine for then.  But we should be much more man, much more woman now.  Our sexuality is not a set thing, accomplished and accepted once and for all.  It is a life long process.  There is always more of our sexuality.  We have further potential to discover and activate our manliness and womanhood.  Sexual growth is never done.  Masculinity and femininity is a whole way of being; a pervasive way of relating to others, especially our spouse.  It is an ongoing journey of growth in the awareness of our sexuality.


			Compensations


	Identify a behavior pattern which you have adopted to compensate for what you perceive as some sexual inadequacy in yourself.  This might not seem, at first blush, to be too attractive a question.  It appears negative.  This is not the case, at all.  The goal is extremely positive.  We all know when something is wrong physically the body compensates.  For example, I could have something wrong with my back, such as a disk problem.  It causes pain.  That pain, though, might be in my leg rather than my back.  In reaction, I often change my way of walking.  By putting more weight on one leg rather than the other or by shortening or lengthening my steps, I find the pain is lessened.  This manner of compensating becomes so habitual with me that I do not even realize I am walking unnaturally.  The pain and the resulting compensation is a symptom of the underlying problem.

	That is what we are attempting to do with this question.  We want to see where we have felt the need to compensate in the sexual area.  There is no question of fault or blame implied, as there is no moral dimension involved in having a bad back.  That may have come from something genetic, an accident or a sports injury.  The main interest I have is that there is pain and resulting alteration of my normal conduct.  I want to have it fixed so that I have full freedom to be myself.  The same is true in the case of sexual pain which causes me to be less than I can be.  A sense of inadequacy in one or other area of my sexuality is painful.  I adjust myself to it.  With the bad back, the pain and the adjustment could be in a different area.  So too with any sexual self rejection.  It doesn't necessarily make its presence felt in a directly sexual area.

	The purpose, therefore, of this exercise is a helpful one.  The aim is to make us feel better about ourselves.  It is not easy to begin the process of healing.  It never is.  Again, we can look at the physical to cast light on the present situation.  When I fall sick or am in some pain, my first inclination is to bear with it, expecting and hoping it will go away.  I'm annoyed with myself for being out of commission.  It is an frustrating and interferes with my plans.  Then, I might try to doctor myself with various medicines or pain killers.  Or I might just put up with it, if it's not too bad.  Usually, very strong symptoms or the nagging presence of more minor ones are necessary before I will consider going to a doctor.  That often works unless there is some more serious underlying disease or problem.

	That is the way we have acted in our sexual awareness.  We have made the necessary adjustments and have learned to live with it.  Just as the person who limps is so used to it after a while that he doesn't even notice, we have accommodated so well that we have lost consciousness of what we are doing and what causes it.  It will be so much better to really address the difficulty directly.

	It would be helpful to read the comments before attempting our answers.  This should not be a threatening question.  No one is questioning our sexuality.  But, in reality, we all have some hesitancies about our masculinity or femininity.  We don't doubt that we are men or women, with normal sexual drives.  But none of us feels we are the most feminine person in the world or the most masculine man God ever made, after Jesus Christ.  Sometimes, this self doubt is expressed too much in terms of our physical appearance.  If only I didn't have that beer belly, if only I had a little more here and a lot less there, if my nose was smaller, had more hair on my chest or less, my eyes were not so narrow, I had my hair back, I was taller, my chin didn't recede so much, was broader shouldered.  The `if onlys' can be interminable.  The fact is that the physical has a dominant impact only on first sight.  All of us know people who are intensely sexual (not sexy) who have very ordinary looks.

	But we want to get beyond the merely physical, unless that so much dominates our sexual self perception that it is the root of the problem.  Our sexual self image can be impeded because we don't think we make enough money to support the family and our wife has to work outside the home.  (We have already identified this as a role which has been imposed on men.  It can still bite because the expectations are so universal.)  Or maybe the inability to have children or a hysterectomy makes me feel less good about my femininity.  Possibly, I am carrying some baggage from my home life like being told no one would ever have me, I wasn't a good catch.  Thanks be to God, I am married but it is more to the credit of my spouse.  My age could be a deterrent to my sexual self appreciation.  When a husband won't reveal himself to his wife, it often makes her feel that her womanhood is a weakness.  She needs this and he doesn't.  We know that is not the fact.  Her desire to communicate is a strength for them, not a weakness.  But we are talking about personal perceptions here.  When a woman can turn away from her husband's embrace, it makes him feel powerless.  He sees her as irresistible, while the evidence shows that he is very resistible to her.


				Symptoms


	So identify some sense of sexual inadequacy and the behavior pattern which compensates for it.  Or you could go the other way around.  Discern some behavior which is not helpful for your relationship.  Then trace its source to the feeling of being not as full as you would like in your masculinity or femininity.

	A demand for constant reassurance of our attractiveness is an obvious example of compensating behavior.  It says: "You have to keep telling me how pretty I am, how attractive to women because I don't really believe it.  In the same category is the compulsion to engage in overtly masculine activities such as hunting and fishing, sports, etc. which takes me away from the family.  If I do these men's things all the time, then I must be really masculine.  Some other examples which come to mind: having to be the center of attention at a party, flirting with anything in skirts or pants, having a thin skin about jokes about sex or men and women (We have to be careful with this one.  There is too much sexism around and much of it is transmitted by jokes.  But it is one thing to resent jokes which degrade and another to eliminate that whole category as a source of humor.), compulsive attendance at spas and workout places  (It would probably be hard for us to admit compulsion.  But once it gets beyond the recreational, there is something deeper.  We could also include obsessive jogging.), much time spent with the `boys' or `girls', and workaholism.  Wrapping self in a newspaper or becoming absorbed in television night after night is another example of withdrawal from the fulness of life.

	We should look at our relationship with our children of the opposite sex.  Very frequently, this can reveal some of our attitudes toward our spouse.  Are we hung up about their clothes, hair dos, make up, taste in music, activities?  The point is not that we shouldn't have our own personal tastes or that we do not have an obligation to oversee their behavior.  Also, this is a normal stage of the child seeking his or her independence.  A parent properly provides a stable base against which to rebel.  But, when it goes beyond that, there is an indication of some sexual connotation revealing a sense of self dissatisfaction, in our attitude toward this child.  Of course, this can appear in our relationship with an offspring of the same sex.  A father can get in competition with his son; a mother can be jealous of her daughter's youth and opportunities for good times.

	There are other indications of sexual self doubt.  When we get into competition with one another, we have become different from one another rather than different for one another.  It indicates that I believe I am at the short end of the stick and the other has the advantage.  Whenever you discover you have the feeling, even without talking about it, that the other person has it better because he's a man or she's a woman then look within yourself.  When we start making the accusations that men have it better than women or vice versa (We're talking here about in the home.), we reveal our own inadequacy.  The martyr might be admirable and attractive from afar but is miserable to live with.

	Often we are not conscious of how competitive we are with the other.  It might not come out directly.  There could be casual comments made about something in the newspaper or on television which have some reference to men and women and their relationship.  It is not always the individual statement but the constancy which could indicate where I stand.  Always, for example, taking the man's side or the woman's.  Using an incident to make cracks about men or women.  Taking advantage of every possible opening to point out how insensitive men are or how manipulative one or other sex is.  Even the choice of shows can reveal what is going on inside me.  The selection of sexually enticing movies or TV shows discloses my attitude toward women as sex objects, regardless of how I perceive myself treating my wife and daughters.  It is a sign of a weak masculinity.  Being regularly attracted to shows establishing women as arrogantly superior and men problems or fools indicates a weak appreciation of my own femininity.

	Jealousy is a definite sign of sexual self rejection.  This is clearly the case when the jealousy shows itself any time my spouse pays attention to another woman or man.  Or seems to enjoy their company.  But there are more subtle expressions of this.  Insisting on my rights is an example.  Another is resentment when the child turns to the other rather than myself.  This doesn't have to happen across the board.  It could be in just one spot.  Possibly the child usually comes to me but goes to my spouse for help in: homework, tips about boys or girls, how to get along with a teacher, how to get a job, how to drive or whatever.  I feel cut out.  That is especially true when I think it is my realm, where I consider myself the expert.  Instead of delighting in the relationship between the child and my spouse, I feel cheated.  Often the person who feels this way is the first one to complain that the whole burden of the children is on their back.

	But we don't want to concentrate on the mean spiritedness of the jealousy.  Yes, that is there.  But what we are interested in is not the symptom but the cause.  People only become jealous, especially of those they love, when they feel less.  In the case of jealousy, that self diminution is in sexual self appreciation.

	When I talk negatively about `women' or `men', it comes from what I am experiencing (or perceive to be experiencing) through my relationship with a man or woman.  My compensation is to make the other person feel miserable or guilty because they are oppressors.  When you hear a man talk about how women are spenders, deep inside he is saying that he isn't man enough to make enough money to support his wife the way other men can.  Or, worse, he means he is not man enough to `control' her.  When a wife complains about how tough women have it and how much easier it is to be a man.  She is saying that her sexuality is in the way of her fulfillment.  We can quarrel with these statements saying: "The complaint really is valid.  My husband does get away with murder or my wife does spend the stars off the skies.".  Both may be accurate but still doesn't change the inner truth of the self rejection underneath.  Whether that the wife is truly extravagant or not, he would still find inadequacy in himself.  He would just find another `feminine' trait to pick on.  The husband might well be lazy but, if he wasn't, she would discover another bone to pick.

			More Parent Than Spouse


	A big area of surrender to a feeling of sexual inadequacy is by being more of a parent than a spouse.  Many people seem to almost naturally gravitate to that role and self perception.  Our children need devoted attention and concern but in the context of being a spouse.  My fundamental awareness of myself as a person should not be being their mother/father.  I am first and foremost a husband/wife.  That is the relationship from which all others must flow.  It is not fair to the children.  Too much expectation is put on them to respond to and please me, when parenthood is my prime concern.  It is also a deviation from our marriage vows which call us to leave all others and cling to the spouse.  The Gospel instruction is to leave mother father, brother sister.  We have very little difficulty doing that, in our culture.  In fact, we do too much of it.  It might be of profit if `and children' were added to that instruction.

	It is fascinating to note that we live in a society in which the presence of children is sharply limited.  We have very small families.  One excuse for this is that we want to have more time with and for one another.  Yet the focus on parenting, at the expense of the spouse, is no less not that when we had larger families.

	Our main concern here, though, is why we would want to be more of a mother than a wife; more dedicated to being a father than a husband.  A big reason is that the children put no sexual demands on us.  We do not consider it a sexual relationship, even though our sexuality is a necessary precondition for being a parent.  We are not threatened in our sexual self acceptance by our maternity or paternity.  We do not have to be sexually attractive or responsive to them.  It is a beautifully acceptable way to escape our sexuality.  Not only won't people criticize us for prioritizing the children, they will praise us highly.

	We have some questions about the working mother.  We are dubious that the children are as well provided for as they would be if she was a full time mother.  We might accept it as an unavoidable necessity but consider it to be less than ideal.  But we never examine what it does or doesn't do to the marriage.  If the issue comes up, it is in terms of the male ego being hurt, not in terms of whether there is any legitimate issue.  We resent the workaholic more for his failure with the children than with his wife.  We blame the one who divorces more for the abandonment of the children than the desertion of one another.

	Once again, the focus here is not on the particular rights and wrongs of having a child focus rather than a marital one.  We are looking at it from the perspective of it being a symptom of lack of sexual self appreciation.  Because of this doubt of our sexuality we act like the person who plays with those who are smaller and less developed than he is.  That way he won't be challenged.  We step back from the peer relationship, the marriage, and enter the parent-child one where we are superior.



SEXUALITY IS RELATIONAL


	Our femininity/masculinity is most obviously intensely personal.  It gives us our special identity.  It makes us special and different.  That word `different' expresses the most significant facet of our sexuality.  There can be no difference unless there is an alternative.  Femininity doesn't stand on its own.  It doesn't exist by itself.  If God only created women there would be none, only persons.  There have to be men in order for there to be women.  Masculinity, by itself, is incomprehensible.  Neither sex can be defined on its own.  Reference has to be made to both in order to give an adequate definition of either.  Sexuality is a comparative quality not an isolated one.

	By this, we do not mean that the sex organs are so designed that one matches the other.  Nor are we referring to the required participation of male and female for reproduction.  As explained above, our sexuality defines our whole personhood.  Part of God's revelation is that we are not made to be alone.  Our very sexual nature demonstrates that we are made for others.  It is not just that sex is nice or even that the man woman relationship is such a positive and expected part of human happiness.  We can't even understand our own personhood within the confines of self examination or reflection.  Without women in my life, I am a man but have no comprehension of what that means.

	When we say that a man without women or a woman without men don't know themselves we don't mean that without the act of intercourse we are incomplete.  Sexual actions do not give me my self definition.  Someone could be having sex with the greatest possible frequency and have no relationship with the other(s).  That would provide no self awareness.  That is strictly a series of activities with no more real sexual revelation than the ingestion of food.  Unless I become personally involved with members of the opposite sex I cannot experience my own sexuality.  We see this in the sad situations of the macho men who get all their information, attitudes and convictions about women and men from one another; the women who cluster with other disenchanted and dissatisfied women and fill each other with certitudes about men, women and their relationships.

	Men who keep women at arms length, except for sex, who spend all their time with other men, who are only interested in `male' matters, are disasters.  They exhibit the worst and most exaggerated of the male characteristics: crudeness, the resort to violence to solve problems, insensitivity, irresponsibility toward home life.  They develop an attitude of scorn or superiority toward woman, considering them silly or a danger to their manhood.  The same happens with women who restrict their real relationships to other women.  They become archly superior toward men, considering them helpless creatures who need to be instructed and molded by a woman.  They are hostile toward men and most demanding of special treatment.  They either exaggerate their feminine appearance in clothes, make up etc. or suppress it.  They reinforce each other's worst attitudes toward men.

	Men who love and enjoy women are the most masculine of men.  Women who are close to men and love being so are the most feminine of women.  Even the radical feminists recognize this.  One of their most dominant demands is that we face the terrible damage which has been inflicted upon women thru the absence of the father in the home.  They call it: the father wound.  They are perfectly correct.  (Unfortunately, they use this insight more in terms of job opportunities than in the matter of sexual development and self appreciation.)

	This is not exclusively a problem women experience.  It applies equally to men and women.  Our sexual awareness is severely impeded when we are exposed at an early age to a relationship with only one sex.  We simply cannot come to grips with the fulness of our sexuality in such circumstances.  Sex becomes something separate and apart rather than relational.  That is why marriage is the core of parenting.  We learn what our masculinity/femininity is all about first and foremost through our parents' relationship.  Their mutual interaction with us is essential but the marital relationship is of deeper significance.  The father, by his love for his wife, models to his son what a man is.  The wife models for the daughter what a woman is by the way she responds to her husband's love.  The wife reveals to her son how a man is to treat a woman and how she fulfills him.  A father reveals to his daughter how to love a man and what to expect from his love.


		The Spouse Is Our Prime Source


	We get our awareness of our sexuality from our relationships, not from ourselves.  Our marriage is our prime relationship.  It is the most sexual one you experience.  There is so much richness for each of us to unearth in our marriages.  We realize that.  We are eternally grateful to our beloved for the blessings and fulfillment they bring us.  We couldn't conceive of ourselves being happy without his/her presence.  Were we to be requested to make a list of all the gifts our spouse has brought us we would have no difficulty.  Big and little the flood of their goodness to us would pour out.

	But there is one area that we would not be so inclined to mention - that of our own sexuality.  We would, realize we had been loved sexually by our wife or husband - tremendously so.  That has meant so much to us.  But we would consider that our masculinity or femininity is something basically formed in us, something we have brought to the marriage.  We realize  we are able to express it in the fullest possible ways because of the receptivity of our mate but the inner reality we see as a given.

	Look more deeply.  Discover how you have been affirmed and elevated in your sexuality by your beloved.  One of the terrible experiences of the teenage years is that we are so insecure in our man/womanhood.  We laugh at teens because they spend so much time on their appearance.  We should be much more sympathetic.  They are acting this way because they desperately want to at least give the appearance of being grown up, in other words, men, women.  Granted that their approach to their tentativeness is inadequate.  It is still a step.  But it doesn't change all that fundamentally, when we get to young adulthood.  We have passed the physical appearance stage.  We have adopted a style with which we are comfortable but the inner self doubts remain.  "Will anybody love me?  Am I worthy of a good woman or man?  How can I find someone?"

	When we do meet that person, it is such a relief.  The wonder and goodness of this man or woman makes me feel so much better about myself.  The actual commitment to marriage gives me a base I never had before.  But there are still the nagging self doubts and insecurities.  Think of how these have been ameliorated over the years.  Isn't it true that you are a completely different person now than you were then?  Not in your talents and goodness.  They were always there.  But you are much more comfortable with yourself, as a man or woman.  That is due to your spouse's constant acceptance of and response to you.  Your self worth is more due to them than to any other single factor.

	Take some time now to reflect upon how he makes you more womanly, she makes you more manly.  Of course, the marriage bed is a major factor.  But, the spouse's contribution to your masculinity or femininity doesn't end there.  Think of the vulnerability and trust, the reverence and wonder, the constant praise and respect you have received over the years.  The manhood of a husband is developed to the degree that his wife participates in that growth.  The womanhood of a wife is fulfilled to the extent that her husband revels in her femininity.


		What We Bring To Our Spouse


	Now switch gears and go in the other direction.  How much have you contributed to the sexual growth of your partner?  It starts with our own femininity or masculinity.  When we fail to embrace our sexuality, we have so much less to bring to our relationship.  We cannot merely say: "I got some bad breaks in life growing up and I am not as free in my sexuality as I would like to be.  I regret that but that is the way I am.  She knows that and puts up with it.  He understands.".  It is one thing to accept limitations in other areas.  Possibly, the education I received limits the type of job I can acquire, with the resulting impact upon income and life style.  We can adapt to that.  But in the sexual area, it's a completely different story.  If the diminution of my sexual self acceptance is severe, then I would need to receive professional assistance.  If not, then we can work it out together.  But we have to make it a priority.  Our sexuality is the greatest personal gift we bring to spouse.  They deserve the best.  We cannot ask them to settle for anything less than the greatest possible masculinity or femininity in us.

	Next, after looking at yourself, evaluate how you uplift the beloved in their sexuality.  A common failing on the part of men is to be most intense in their affirmation of her when sex in on the horizon.  That is fine but it doesn't go far enough.  We have to affirm all of her femininity, at all times.  Otherwise, she perceives our expressions of attraction to her femininity as merely a way to get what we want.  On the other hand, men find it more difficult to believe that they are physically sexually attractive to their wives.  They believe their wife loves them and is generous in responding sexually but she is not as physically attracted to them as they are to her.  That, naturally, is strongly reinforced, were she to control when they made love.

	In both cases, we have to examine just how affirming we are with the sexuality of our spouse.  Sometimes, we can be most laudatory but it is a-sexual.  We praise one another for good qualities but do not make them sexually specific.  Your wife is not a mere person.  She is feminine through and through.  She cannot be truly accepted for who she is by sex neutral compliments.  Your husband is all man.  Everything about him is masculine.  He is not truly recognized in himself when the affirmations are in general terms.  When we say that the affirmation should be sexual, we do not mean anatomical.


			Sexual Consciousness


	It would be worthwhile to ask yourself just how often you consciously think of your wife, as a woman; your husband, as a man.  That may seem like a ridiculous question.  Of course I know my wife is a woman.  There is no doubt, at all, in my mind that my husband is a man.  That sort of response does not address the question posed.  We did not seek to discover whether you knew the sex of your spouse.  That would be a silly thought.  The question, though was how often we make explicit reference to the spouse's femininity or masculinity.  We certainly do when making love or the thought of doing so is on our minds.  But, in the average run of the mill situations of family life, how cognizant are we of that reality.  On too many occasions, that is in the background, at best.  We are family members going about the normal functions which keep a home running smoothly.  We cook, clean, wash dishes, tend to the kids, have friends over, read the paper, watch television, relax and chat.  All these are necessary aspects of home life.  There is little we could do to change these activities even if we desired to do so.

	But there is a whole other scope which needs to be faced.  We can do all these necessary undertakings pleasantly and cooperatively, partners in a common venture.  We can admire each other's efficiency, sense of anticipation and generosity.  The jobs are done well which gives us a sense of satisfaction.  It means so much to have someone doing this with us, not only for the physical help but also for the companionship.  Doing these things together, night after night, does bring us closer together.  But we often do these common activities completely oblivious to any sexual dimension.  It could be two women or two men.  Or it could be brother and sister.  A large factor underlying this approach is our attitude that we only bring out our sexuality when sex is on the horizon.  Otherwise, we put our sexuality in storage.  Of course, we can't really do that successfully.  The wife remains very much a woman and the husband a man.  But we put it out of our minds and consideration.  It is thought to be irrelevant or a distraction.  "Let's get this job done and then we can think of that.".  We have the idea that sex has its place, an honored and essential one, but there is much more to marriage.

	The net result is that we can pass hours with one another, sometimes days, without giving explicit reference to our masculinity or femininity.  That is such a loss.  The point is not that we should be having sex more frequently.  That is a whole other matter.  What we are recommending here is that we miss out on so much fulfillment and richness.  We lose sight of what a marital relationship is all about.  Yes, sex while special does have its place.  But sexuality should be all encompassing.  Sex is one very specific and wonderful expression of our sexual relationship but it by no means exhausts the full dimensions of our sexual responsiveness to one another.  We should be sexually aware and receptive to each other at all times and in all scopes of our interactions with one another.

	When we put a cap on our sexuality, except on the occasions of sex, the diminishment is twofold.  Not only do I not see and revel in the sexuality of my spouse but I lose sight of my own.  When I see her as an undifferentiated person, that is the way I see myself.  When he is simply a treasured companion, I do not experience my own femininity.  Masculinity and femininity are interactive.  One needs the other to be truly experienced and appreciated.  We take into our marriage the attitudes common to the outside world.  People just think individually.  They don't think in relationship terms.  That is especially true when it comes to the sexual.  They think: " I'm a woman, that's me.  Then, I also have relationships, some of which have sexual connotations and/or the actual experience of sex.  But my womanhood is not determined by relationship.  I might express my womanliness sexually in some relationships.  My femininity, though, is inside me.  It is up to me to define it and no one else can determine how I experience it.".  Men have the same attitude.

	At least some of this attitude carries over into the home.  We might not be quite that blunt or extreme.  We recognize our marriage has a big effect upon us.  Our spouse does have a great influence over the way we think and act.  But we do not apply that recognition to our self identity.  We believe that is private.  That is why when we hear the term: "Marriage is a sexual relationship.", we accept that but interpret it to mean that it is a relationship in which sex plays a part.  It is very important but still a part.  That misses the essence of the marital relationship.  They are to see one another in the whole scope of their life together with sexual eyes.  That aspect is to be salted in them.

	This changes the whole relationship.  Now everything that happens to them, even the most mundane has a wonder about it.  They not only see their regular activities differently but perceive the other person with deeper insight and meaning.  Even more significantly, they comprehend themselves differently.  Now they are each able to experience the full dimensions of being a man or woman.  This is not limited to the times they make love and its afterglow.  The act of love does bring about some of the effects we are talking about.  In a true marital relationship, making love is not just an event, not matter how intense and powerful.  Their intimate clasp of one another is a culmination and preparation.  It summarizes the meaning they have established with each other and carries over into the next day.  However, the sexual consciousness we are discussing has an even more pervasive effect.  Their whole life experience is manly and womanly.

	This is such and important blessing to bring to your spouse.  When we marry, we pledge our full selves to one another.  Our goals and ambitions are to do all we can to make the other happy and to exert every effort to provide an atmosphere in which they can be their full selves.  Through his wife, a man most experiences his manhood.  He cannot accomplish this on his own, no matter how talented and successful he may be.  External accomplishments do not establish our sexuality nor does physical appearance.  Only intimate relationships do.  The husband brings his wife's womanliness to full flower.  That is beyond her capabilities, even if she is most blessed with intelligence and achievement.  Our sexual self acceptance is incomplete without the confirmation of the other sex.


		The Wonder Of Sexuality


	This calls for sincere and active interest in the spouse's journey.  The temptation is to look at the other person's sexual self awareness as personal and private, rather than relational.  Each partner needs to accept responsibility for their spouse's sexual self acceptance.  Sensitive and loving husbands and wives recognize that, in the sex act, they have to be other centered.  They simply can't do the `right' things'  The other person's response is key to their own satisfaction.

	The sex act is the most intense and overwhelming experience.  Many people can and do get carried away in the very ecstasy.  Their rapture is so great that they are in their own world.  Each performs more than adequately, doing the correct things and making sure that the partner has their own nirvana.  But the experience is of two individuals, closely cooperating for the benefit of each.  The activity is intimate but the experience is personal.  The other person is a necessary participant but each one is absorbed in their own private euphoria.  They consider this perfectly normal and proper, being completely unaware of what they are missing.

	Husbands and wives, truly devoted to one another, are different.  They are not always so.  Sometimes, they slip into the above frame of reference in their sexual encounters.  But, at their best, they go beyond this singleness.  One of the mysteries of marital love, and it is wonder-full, is that they elevate sex with one another above the level of a cooperative venture in which each is equally satisfied.  They achieve a meshing of their personhoods.  They find a full communion.  The union of their bodies becomes a sign of and a means toward total bonding of their whole beings.  In such circumstances, he is inside her, not solely physically.  He enters into her interiority and becomes more conscious of her than of himself.  She draws him into her with no self consciousness, freed from all reservations.  She makes him a greater presence to herself than her own.  Not only their bodies are entwined.  Their hearts, minds and souls are as one.  The sex, itself, does not do this.  Their relationship of commitment, dedication and belonging raises the sexual activity to a whole other understanding and response.

	The same is true in my acceptance of my masculinity or femininity.  Just as in the sex act itself this is very difficult for those who have not had the experience to conceive of, much less internalize.  Their man/womanhood is set and determined.  They believe they have a full understanding in themselves of who they are sexually.  They have arrived at their sexuality.  This, despite the fact that some are attempting to prove their masculinity or femininity by sexual conquests, possessions, money, `success', the desperate fight for youth and attractiveness.  Husbands and wives who fully experience pervasive, mutual sexual awareness offer a different view.  They have a very amplified sexual acceptance.  Their recognition of their own sexuality and that of their partner is heightened.  When a husband is steeped in his wife's femininity, his masculinity is heightened.  He becomes conscious of the fulness of his manliness.  As a wife bathes in her husband's masculinity, her own femininity expands beyond her previous comprehension.

	A husband or wife should be filled with an intense desire to transform the sexuality of the beloved beyond the level they can achieve on their own.  Be good soil for your spouse's sexuality.  Be most receptive and nurturing.  You have such great power to lift them up.  Accept responsibility to cherish your spouse's sexual identity.  That is such a precious gift which has been offered to you.  Nothing else your spouse has brought you compares with this donation.  Being a man or woman is so core to our self appreciation and acceptance.  It is the most priceless possession we have.  Because it is so vital to us, we should not be reluctant to take the risk.  He or she has trusted us with their innermost being.  That should be honored.  We should be awed by the faith placed in us.  Every opportunity we have to expand the sexual acceptance of our spouse is to be eagerly seized.


		Allowing the Spouse To Affect Our Sexuality


	In some ways, it is easier to accept our responsibility to cradle our spouse's sexuality in our hands and foster it than to welcome our partner's efforts to bolster our own.  We prefer to do things for the other more than we enjoy having things done for us.  There is less risk involved.  When we are supporting the beloved, we still are in charge of ourselves.  We do not count on him/her to do the right thing by us.  But for our own sake and that of our mate, we must take this venture.  A husband will not be able to cast a light on the femininity of his wife brighter than that which shines on his masculinity.  A wife can only rejoice in her husband's masculinity to the degree in which she celebrates her own.  So, each has to listen to the spouse.

	This is easier to accept in our heads than in our hearts.  First of all, we believe we do this already.  We are convinced that we soak up all the sexual affirmation the partner offers.  Without doubt, we are pleased to hear anything positive about ourselves.  It is especially gratifying to be told something uplifting about our sexuality.  But then we have to ask ourselves how much do we truly listen to and internalize what has been said.  Do we just smile and say thank you and continue to have our own convictions in the matter?  How many wives, for example, refuse to accept their husband's praise of their physical attractiveness?  She likes to hear him say it but she shakes it off.  She is convinced he is being nice.  Or, he's interested in sex.  Or he's trying to distract her from what she wants to say.  Or he's doing it because he's supposed to do so.  Her mirror is allowed more influence than he is.  Or she compares herself to models, movie stars or some neighbor with drop dead looks.

	Women should recognize that men have a far different standard of feminine beauty than women.  An easy proof of this is to take out a Girl's High School Year Book.  Ask some teen age boys to pick out the most attractive girls pictured there.  Then, ask some teen age girls to do the same.  The choices will be quite dissimilar.  Accept what your husband finds attractive in you.  God gave you your beauty for him not for yourself.  We say we give each other the right to whatever opinions they want to hold but in this case we are convinced they are wrong, so we turn them off.  So many wives would be so much happier, if they only listened to their husbands.  How many husbands throw up their hands in discouragement and despair because no matter how sincere they are and how fulsomely the express their delight in her beauty, the wife refuses to accept?

	Of even greater significance is that inner beauty effects the way exterior beauty is perceived.  We have all had the experience of seeing a person in a bad mood.  Their appearance is unattractive.  That same person, when loving and being loved, glows with beauty, even if their features are not all that comely, objectively.  A husband who loves his wife will see her entirely differently than anyone else.  Her inner goodness and all the love she has poured out on him and the family will cast a whole new light.  He sees the whole woman, not just the extrinsic parts.  When she looks at herself, all she sees is what is on the surface.  His perspective is more complete and accurate.

	The husband is often even further behind.  Most women know how to accept a compliment, especially one about their physical appearance.  That is not true with many, if not most men.  They respond to complements awkwardly.  Many men simply do not believe in their heart of hearts that men are physically sexually attractive.  They know women are.  They think that is feminine quality, not a masculine one.  They believe woman are attracted to men but more for other reasons.  So when his wife mentions how alluring his body is, he doesn't take it seriously.  He just doesn't fathom why she would say that.  To him, that is not in the realm of possibility.  He knows she responds very positively to him sexually but he considers it different with her than with himself.  She wants the closeness.  She wants to please him.  The day has been wonderful and this is a natural conclusion.

	He has to overcome all these masculine attitudes which have been drilled into him and pay attention to her.  He has to allow her to find him sexually attractive.  He has no problem, at all, with being in awe of her beauty.  He is happy to tell her that.  But he cheats her when he refuses her sexual awareness of his attractiveness.  It reduces her freedom to be a full woman.

	But this acceptance of sexual affirmation is not restricted to the physical.  That is very important but there is more.  Lovers delight in sexual teasing.  That is such a wonderful and light hearted way to affirm one another.  Our response can either encourage or deny this practice from reaching its full potential.

	Look within yourself and seek to discover what your spouse does, says, communicates which makes you more masculine or feminine.  Spend some time on this.  We have, to some extent at least, passed over, ignored or rejected many of the fine affirmations our spouse has offered us.  So we have to dig deep.  Bring to the surface and treasure their sexual confirmation of us.  Make up for the times we have let them go in one ear and out the other by clasping them to our hearts right now.

	In order to put a seal on this tell your beloved what you have discovered.  This will encourage them so much and give them increased motivation to add to their efforts.  It will be a true gift to them.  All of us have had the experience of offering a valuable present to someone we love which has been received casually, at best.  That hurts so much.  We can undo some of the hurt in our spouse by revealing to them that our recognition and appreciation of how they have added to our sexuality.  It may be belated but it will mean a lot.  Ask them what you say or do that most brings out their masculinity or femininity.  This will help you to discover what works best and how you can be more effective.


		Diminishment Of Our Spouse's Sexuality


	Looking at the reverse side of this can be equally useful.  What do I do, say, communicate which most diminishes or hides my spouse's sexuality?  Even in the best of marriages this happens.  When we are angry or out of sorts we say things which lessen the other person.  We mention what we find most objectionable rather than what we find most attractive.  We do reconcile, usually fairly quickly, but the scar still remains.  But it is not only when we are deliberately hostile.  Many times, we take the other's sexuality for granted or deprioritize it, making other values more important to us.  Look carefully.  Sometimes, we have gotten so accustomed to this that we are oblivious to them.

	We cannot excuse ourselves on the basis that this is done to us, as well as by us.  Nor can we hide behind the alibi that we make up for it in other ways.  These kind of comments come off our tongue so quickly that it can be hard to remember them.  But they do not disappear that quickly from our spouse's heart.  They have a permanence about them.  The spouse finds it easy to believe this is what we really think.  The affirmation we offer becomes harder to accept without reservation.  Because we have developed such intimacy with one another over the years, we know each other very well.  We learn where the other's weak spots are.  When we are upset, we tend to strike at those vulnerabilities.  Our comments, which we may wish we had never said, reinforce that person's own sense of inadequacy.

	Then, talk to your spouse.  Share what you have discovered.  It will mean so much to them that you have come to yourself with a recognition of just what you have done.  There will be much healing.  Your coming to him or her, in this way, will be most reassuring.  It will provide hope for a more expansive sexual future.



PARABLE OF THE TALENTS


	The Lord frequently taught in parables.  We find them most helpful and enjoyable.  They are easy to listen to and get us thinking.  We remember them with facility.  One of the most attractive of these parables is the story of the talents.  The master called three servants in before going on a long journey.  He gave the first servant five talents; the second three and the third one.  When he returned, he called them to him for an accounting.  The first person was very happy to report that he now had ten talents.  The master was highly pleased and rewarded him immensely.  The second servant had been equally successful.  Again, the master was thrilled and gave him great riches.  The third hung his head and returned the one talent he had been given.  This upset the master greatly.

	We have heard this in Church on a number of occasions, since we were little children.  Many sermons have been given on the subject.  What goes on in our minds when we hear it again?  How do we apply it to our own lives?  We do recognize that this is not merely a pleasant reading with pious overtones, since it comes from the Lord.  We know that his intention was not merely to make us admire his cleverness as a teacher.  There is a lesson there for us.  What do we think of when the Parable of the Talents is read to us?

	Our first reaction is probably in terms of money.  That is understandable since the story is told in those terms.  So we likely look a bit at how we are using the money available to us.  In honesty, we don't spend too much time on this because we are all convinced we don't have all that much to consider financially.  Besides, we say to ourselves: "What we do have is already spoken for, spent almost as soon as we earn it.".  The lesson to us is that we are to take the material resources God has given us and use them well.  We believe we are already doing that.  In addition, we don't really deem money to be a religious matter, unless  some huge amount is involved.  We might be moved to put a few more bucks in the collection.  That's that.

	It is possible, over the course of the years, some wise homilists have expanded the application of this parable to include other things than money.  The homilies might have talked about time, energy, hospitality, education, craftsmanship, etc.  We were probably pleased with this expansion.  But again, it didn't create much personal urgency.  We are responsible family people and we are using the graces God has given us.  We are convinced there is very little, if anything, left to distribute, in these matters either.

	We can fairly state that it is hardly within the realm of possibility that any homilist has mentioned our sexuality as a talent.  Nor have we ourselves ever had this thought cross our minds.  We don't consider this a religious matter.  In addition, we are much prouder of our other abilities.  Yet that is one of the greatest talents our Father has given us.  If we ever picture the Last Judgement, we might give some thought to the questions that would be posed to us by the Lord.  Could we ever imagine Him inquiring how we had grown in our sexuality and how generously we had spent it?

	Occasionally, when we go to Church, we are urged to be more loving toward our spouses.  Various suggestions are made and we think of others during the talk.  The thoughts go along the lines of little gifts and mementos, sharing burdens more generously, spending time with one another.  These have great value.  Would that we were reminded of these things more frequently when we attend Mass.  One of the best ways we can please our beloved and bring greater happiness to our marriage is by being more sexual.  (The objection could pass across some readers' minds that their spouse is sexual enough already.  No encouragement is needed.  Such readers are restricting this to sexual activity.  That is not the intention.  We are encouraging the full sexual experience here.  But such a reader might also look at something else.  Maybe, the reason the other person is `too' sexual is that he or she believes that this is the only way sexuality is expressed.  Or the reader could consider that possibly they are too little oriented toward sexuality and sexual activity is all they permit.)

	This is an excellent talent given to us by God and He intends that we not bury it.  He wants us to multiply our sexuality.  Our God is not only most loving.  He is infinitely practical.  He not only knows what is best for us; He knows what works best.  The reason He wishes us to develop our sexuality and that of our spouse to the highest possible degree is not because it is the right thing to do but because it will be so meaningful to us and so supportative to our love for one another.
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				WE ARE SEXUAL


	All of us want to achieve full self appreciation.  Much unhappiness comes when we don't like ourselves or think that we are inadequate in one way or the other.  Each of us wishes to have a deep sense of security in our inner being.  We want others to like us.  Most of all we want to like ourselves.  No matter how good we are, and we are fine people, we often find dimensions of ourselves that we reject or look upon as less that we would like.
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