Parents' Positive Influence on Their Child's Developing Sexuality: The Importance of Character Formation

A talk presented by Dr. Liliana Trivelli, Friday April 28, 2006, sponsored by the Neeje Association for Women and Family

 

Gillian and Daniel Roussy of Gatineau, Quebec, are raising a young family while juggling busy social and professional lives. Like many others, they have discovered that this is no easy task. In fact, they acknowledge their need for help. As Gillian says, "we all need encouragement in our task to be the best parents possible."  

Three years ago, Gillian and Daniel founded a Dessert Club where they and their friends could meet once a month to discuss ways in which to become better parents. Gradually the Dessert Club expanded from reading books to inviting authors to give talks, and the idea of an annual parenting conference was born.

 

Organizers of the 2006 conference identified a very specific need: how can parents protect their children against influences that are often profoundly at odds with their faith? Having recently discussed shocking statistics on the sexual behaviour of teens and pre-teens, they invited Dr. Liliani Trivelli to talk about how they can encourage their children’s positive development in this area.

A practising doctor, a member of various United Nations groups related to children and families, and an advisory board member of the Abstinence Clearing House, Dr. Trivelli has given talks to parents, educators, and members of the medical profession all over North and South America and on open talk shows. She is also a wife, mother, and grandmother.

Too many outside influences
Dr. Trivelli's message was blunt: Children today are overloaded with an onslaught of inappropriate sexual information that threatens their innocence. They are subjected to graphically explicit sex education classes at school, are bombarded with sexual messages from the media, and regularly experience pressure from their peers. As a result, they develop casual attitudes towards sex, and many engage in it far too early.

 

Sexual experience is not good for children
The consequences are disastrous, including: 

• teen pregnancy

• the rampant spread of sexually transmitted diseases (STDs), and

• sexual activity among children as young as 12.

 

Parents were told that they need to be aware of the high rates of STDs reported annually, and their consequences for children. Half of STDs occur among youth ages 15 to 24, and most don't realize that a single sexual encounter can have tragic consequences, including sterility and cervical cancer.

 

Condoms are NOT the answer
Dr. Trivelli was adamant that condoms should never be used. Too often they fail as contraceptives and to protect against the AIDS virus. Neither do they protect children from the equally devastating emotional consequences of premature sexual activity, such as higher rates of depression and attempted suicide.

 

Two powerful positive influences

For the many young parents who had not yet encountered the challenges of adolescence and who attended with their infants, the statistics were alarming. But here was a mother of 9 and grandmother of 12 offering more that statistics: guidance and hope. Dr. Trivelli frequently mentioned her own experience when she talked about what it means to educate children about sex. True sex education, she said, is about forming good character, not about the mechanics of sex. 

She cited studies identifying two powerful influences on children’s decisions regarding sexual activity: religion and parents. Experts say that among teens who do not practise religion, sexual activity is widespread.

 

Hands-on parents 
So what are parents to do? Simple: be active in their children's lives. Be close to them. Communicate with them. Live together as a family, which includes having an adult in the home after school, knowing their children's friends, having active discussions on important subjects like chastity and abstinence at regular family meals. All contribute to forming strong character in children, as do fostering good values and monitoring the use of the TV, the Internet, and music. 

Parents should be vigilant about what their children are doing (or not doing). Dr. Trivelli's experience as a parent was illustrated in her response to children's classic complaint that their parents don't trust them: Tell your children you trust them, but not their judgment.

 

The essential message was that by modelling loving family relationships and making the effort to develop virtues in children—putting authentic faith into practice ​—parents are equipping them to withstand unsavoury influences that come from a variety of sources. 

 

In the interval following Dr. Trivelli's talk, before she answered questions submitted by the audience, conference participants enjoyed desserts and exchanges with other parents in informal groups. The turnout of people who came eager to learn reaffirmed for the organizers that the parenting conference is an event that should be continued every year. 

