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War of the Sexes
Over recent decades an adversarial culture has developed between the sexes. Men and women are at war with each other in both the public and private domain. In the public sphere, this is evident in the advent of both women and men’s advocacy groups who seek to protect the rights of their respective sex. While these groups present their case with admirable persistence, gains for their cause are often at the expense of the other sex. This culture of protecting the interests of our own, serves to entrench a mentality that sees the other sex as the oppressors and as fundamentally flawed in some way.   
In the private domain the war of the sexes is manifest in the widespread decline of marital stability. The social and personal costs of divorce on the immediate family are well documented. Ex-spouses and their children are at higher risk of a number of health conditions and are more likely to live in poverty to name a few.

What is also becoming clearer is the impact of divorce on the extended family and the next generation. Children of divorce often grow up estranged from one parent and are frequently isolated from that parent’s extended family. Cousins, grandparents, uncles & aunts are an important part of the community which contributes to the raising of children with a healthy sense of identity. Moreover, these children become adults who are more likely to delay marriage or avoid it altogether, and if they do marry, are more likely to divorce themselves, so perpetuating the cycle of disadvantage. By all accounts, divorce is a tragic outcome for all but the minority of cases, where domestic violence or abuse truly necessitates it.
Different but Equal

Clearly, and with out dispute, we can assert that all human persons, are equal in dignity and value. This is a truth that is foundational to many world religions and governments, though regretfully, it is not always universally applied. None-the-less, the dignity of all human persons, regardless of sex is not under debate.

Thankfully, it is also now permissible to acknowledge the differences between the sexes. In fact, an accumulating body of scientific evidence establishes the existence of many such differences beyond dispute, though to be sure, there are many more distinctions still to be proven conclusively. 
While the differences are obvious, many people are reluctant to acknowledge or celebrate this fact for fear that it will be used to justify discrimination against one or other of the sexes. There is a tendency to qualify and minimize the strengths and gifts of the other sex. One consequence of this trend is ‘gender confusion’. Many men and women, developing boys and girls, no longer have a clear picture of how a feminine woman or a masculine man actually looks or behaves.
This trend has, in our view, lead to a culture of suspicion between the sexes. It has also contributed to a loss of respect between the sexes, which has fatally handicapped the stability of the marriage bond. Husbands and wives, no longer have a natural sense of interdependence on each other. In previous generations, the wives were financially dependent on their husbands, and husbands were socially and domestically dependent on their wives. This arrangement gave them a conspicuous sense of their mutual dependency – they needed each other in very basic ways. In contemporary marriages, such respect between spouses must be actively cultivated.  

While the differences between the sexes are being acknowledged, the culture views them primarily as a problem [hence the birth of the ‘Men are from Mars and Women are from Venus’ myth]. Even among relationship educators, sexual difference is often presented as an unfortunate accident of nature. ‘Tolerance’ and having more realistic expectations of marriage (aka lower ones) is the proposed solution. This is an inadequate and ultimately unhelpful response:

· Tolerance implies that the qualities to be tolerated are character weaknesses or foibles. In truth, our sexual differences are complementary virtues. The most effective way to strengthen marriage is to help couples recognize the value of these virtues so that they can be developed and encouraged.  

· While it is important to help couples be realistic in their expectations of each other, it is not helpful for them to lower their expectations for their relationship. Couples with higher ambitions for their marriage, are generally more committed to the relationship and more motivated in resolving difficulties. 

Relationship Skills Training
Contrary to popular perception, happy marriages are not instinctual. They are built on a foundation of skills and knowledge, neither of which are necessarily transmitted in the family of origin. Moreover, the ready accessibility of divorce necessitates a higher level of relationship skills in order to maintain marital stability. Yet the vast majority of couples do not see a need for such skills training until their relationship is already floundering, at which time intervention is often too late.

Most people would consider it irresponsible if a couple were to divorce without availing themselves of counseling of some sort, yet few regard accessing relationship skills training as a responsible preventative measure. Arrogance (‘we know it all’), ignorance (‘love is enough to see us through’), stigma (‘people will think we’re having problems’), and busyness (‘what about my golf/tennis/the kids’ sports?’) all conspire against couples attending relationship courses. This stands in contrast to the labour market where up-skilling to maintain currency with new technology (and new tax laws!!) is considered so essential it has been mandated by the government.

The pre-marriage sector is ably serviced by a wide variety of courses and is supported by both government and churches. In contrast, the lack of a ready market for marriage enrichment courses (i.e. relationship skills training for married couples) has resulted in relatively few options being available. Existing courses struggle to maintain viability with so few couples enrolling, despite often glowing referrals from past participants. 

Two other sectors in need of relationship courses are singles and expectant parents. In the United States, a number of universities are offering such courses – Relationships 101 is proving to be very popular among students who wish to have a head start on their relationships. There is also vast opportunity within pre-natal courses to offer supplementary classes that address some of the challenges to a marriage that a new baby brings.
Proposals for Discussion
1. Language – Use ‘other’ sex, rather than ‘opposite’ sex.
Men and women are not opposites – they are complementary expressions of the same human reality. They are not in opposition to each other, but rather are interdependent on the other.
2. Celebrate Sexual Distinction.
Encourage and promote a positive attitude towards both sexes.
• Affirm men and the masculine virtues/qualities of protectiveness, provision, constancy and physical strength. 
• Affirm women and the feminine virtues/qualities of nurturing, responsiveness, emotional presence and sensitivity.

3. Promote Relationship Skills Training.
• Encourage the development of programmes to teach relationship skills in all sectors.
• Raise the awareness of the need for couples to undertake specific training in relationship skills through promotional campaigns.
• Provide financial incentives to couples who responsibly ‘immunise’ their marriage from breakdown by participating in relationship skills training. 


Celebrate Love

Celebrate Love is a two day seminar for married couples exploring sexuality and spirituality in the context of the Catholic faith. The seminar seeks to affirm masculinity and femininity, to draw couples into deeper intimacy and encourage them to take an active role in promoting positive sexuality to others.  Combining the wisdom of the Theology of the Body (Pope John Paul II) and contemporary psychological insights, the seminar presents couples with a real-time opportunity to apply the principles presented. Practical strategies are suggested to assist the couple in depthing their appreciation of their spouse’s unique sexuality and building deeper intimacy. Over 600 couples throughout Australia have attended the seminar in the past 8 years.

Follow up and subsidiary activities include:

· Gathering groups: small communities of local CL couples who meet regularly to support each other in their marriage. Gathering Notes to stimulate discussion at these groups are published eight times a year. Many couples who do not attend the groups use the notes at home.

· Quarterly newsletters (Living Love) and monthly email updates.

· Regional renewal events, public talks.

· Annual leadership training conference.
· Marriage Preparation. A six session program for the engaged using Celebrate Love couples as one-on-one mentors is currently being piloted.

· Books and audio resources on the Theology of the Body and related topics.

Information: www.celebratelove.com.au 
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