
The Catholic Times • May 6, 2004 5COMMENTARY

Sixth in a series
By BENEDICT T. NGUYEN

The greatest heroes that I 
know are not athletes, movie 
stars or political leaders, but 
rather parents who take seri-
ously their vocational right and 
duty to form their children in 
truth and dignity, many times 
against great odds in a world of-
ten hostile to the family.  Con-
tinuing our examination of The
Truth and Meaning of Human 
Sexuality (TMHS), we see that 
this vocational right and duty of 
parents permeates the document 
and is explicitly considered in 
Chapter IV.    

In the education of children, 
the role of parents cannot be un-
derscored enough.  The Church 
teaches that because parents have 
been chosen by God to give life 
to their children, they not only 
have the duty to educate their 
children, they also possess the 
right to do so.  Pope John Paul 
II reminds us in Familiaris Con-
sortio that “the right and duty of 
parents to give education is es-
sential since it is connected with 
the transmission of human life; 
it is original and primary with 
regard to the educational role of 
others…and it is irreplaceable 
and inalienable, and therefore 
incapable of being entirely del-
egated to others or usurped by 
others.”  

This right is also clearly af-
fi rmed in canon 1136 of the 
Code of Canon Law, which legis-
lates that “parents have the most 
grave duty and primary right to 
take care as best they can for the 
physical, social, cultural, moral, 
and religious education of their 
offspring.”  Of course, this edu-
cation must be done according 
to the truth of the doctrines of 
the faith (cf. can. 226 §2).

In the realm of human sexu-
ality and the formation of chil-
dren in chastity, this right and 
duty takes on a particular impor-
tance.  In TMHS, the Pontifi cal 
Council for the Family clearly 
situates chastity education in the 
realm of the family.  (Note that 
the subtitle of the document is 
“Guidelines for Education with-
in the Family.”)  The role of oth-
er educators is always consid-
ered in relation to the rights and 
duties of parents.  Parents have 
an indispensable role in chastity 
formation since it necessarily in-
cludes an understanding of mar-
riage and family.  

The close link between the 
sexual dimension of a person 
and moral norms also shows that 
the most appropriate forum for 
this formation is in the family, 
particularly in the parent-child 
relationship.  In fact, parents are 
failing in their duty if they do not 
give adequate formation in chas-

Parents have right, duty to teach their children chastity
tity to their children or if they 
tolerate immoral or inadequate 
formation given to their children 
(cf. TMHS 44).  Likewise, they 
are failing in their duty if they 
believe that they can fully del-
egate this task to others.

The Church is clear in remind-
ing us that “no one is capable of 
giving moral education in this 
delicate area better than duly 
prepared parents” (cf. TMHS, 
no. 43).  Pastors of souls, school 
administrators, teachers, and 
parish catechists must not forget 
that it is their role to assist par-
ents in this most grave obliga-
tion, and not to usurp the right 
or take the place of the parents.  
Unlike in times past when the 
general mores of our society 
were strong in support of parents 
and families in the moral forma-
tion of their children, parents 
today can often feel alone and 
inadequate in this educational 
commitment that seems to run 

against societal norms.  This is 
where we who are members of 
the Church and of society must 
work to “give parents back con-
fi dence in their own capabilities 
and help them to carry out their 
task” (cf. TMHS, no. 47).  Par-
ents should never feel alone in 
this task (TMHS, no. 40).             

In fact, parents are not alone.  
Our faith has always taught that 
marriage, by its nature, is or-
dered towards the procreation 
and education of children as 
one of its fundamental ends.  
Through the sacrament of matri-
mony, the spouses are sustained 
daily by the graces of God to be 
able to live out their vocation 
and fulfi ll the duties of their state 
in life (can. 1134).  Because of 
this, we believe that Christian 
parents are given adequately the 
graces to fulfi ll the complex task 
of education in general for their 
children, and chastity formation 
for them in particular.  In other 

words, God gives them the grace 
to carry out their mission ade-
quately (TMHS, no. 37).

Of course, grace builds on na-
ture and thus parents must avail 
themselves to appropriate spiri-
tual and intellectual formation, 
as well as good parenting skills, 
so that through word and deed, 
the formation they give to their 
children can be blessed by the 
sacramental graces of their mar-
riage bond and be brought to 
successful fruition.  Parishes are 
vital in providing parents with 
opportunities for such growth 
both on the natural level, by of-
fering resources and learning op-
portunities, and on the supernat-
ural level, by fostering a strong 
sacramental and devotional life.  
In this way, parents can truly be 
assisted in providing a chastity 
formation for their children that 
presents the truth and meaning 
of human sexuality in its full-

ness while respecting the dignity 
and innocence of each child at 
each phase of his or her devel-
opment.

Regardless of whether it is the 
parents who are forming their 
children or others assisting par-
ents in this duty, they must per-
meate the task with a spirit of 
prayer, while being “open and 
obedient to the moral truths of 
faith and reason that integrate the 
teaching of the Church, and al-
ways seeing children and young 
people as persons, children of 
God and heirs to the kingdom of 
heaven” (TMHS, no. 40).    

Editor’s note: Benedict T. Nguyen, M.T.S., 
J.C.L. is the Chancellor of the Diocese of La 
Crosse.

The Truth and Meaning of Human Sexuality 
may be purchased by mailing a check for 
$2.60 (payable to the Diocese of La Crosse) to 
the Offi ce of Catechesis and Evangelization, 
PO Box 4004, La Crosse, WI 54602-4004, or 
call (608) 791-2658 or e-mail alankford@dio-
ceseofl acrosse.
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ST. JOHN, Ind. (CNS) – For 
some families at St. John the 
Evangelist Parish in St. John, 
there was no ABC or CBS, no 
NBC or UPN April 19-25. Not 
even any Fox.

For the fourth year the parish 
school observed National TV 
Turnoff Week. That meant no 
television and, in some cases, no 
videos, DVDs or video games.

People read. They played 
card games. They colored. They 
played sports. They went skat-
ing. In short, they survived and 
prospered.

Robert and Theresa Birlson 
have four children but only one 
television. The family as a whole 
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Olivia Birlson, Jeffery Schafer and Emily Birlson, students from St. John the Evangelist School in St. John, Ind., play a card game
at the Birlson home instead of watching TV. The television was taped up for the National TV Turnoff Week April 19-25. Such 
programs bolster but should not replace the lessons in truth and dignity which parents provide as primary educators.

No TV? Indiana families fi nd it’s not a problem

averages 30 minutes of watching 
television each week; the chil-
dren – Olivia, 10, Emily, 7, An-
drew, 4, and Sophia, 2 – watch 
fi ve to six hours a week.

For the turnoff week, Robert 
Birlson said, the family played 
games and cards. They read 
newspapers. The children did 
their homework.

“We did it last year, so the 
kids knew it was coming,” said 
their father. He sees the week as 
a great thing – “the less TV the 
better; more reading the better.”

The family has always been 
that way, he said. Despite living 
in a country where the average 
citizen watches four hours of 
TV daily, or two full months of 
the tube a year, the Birlsons try 

to gather around their fi replace 
in winter and play and do yard-
work outdoors when the weather 
permits.

Olivia Birlson, a fourth-grader 
at St. John the Evangelist School, 
said she “kind of likes” the week 
of no television.

“It gives more time to do other 
things than watching TV,” she 
said.

For Olivia, that includes play-
ing outdoors with family mem-
bers, reading published diaries 
and sewing.

When asked her views about 
television, Olivia said, “It’s OK, 
but it’s not my favorite thing to 
do.”

That attitude is just fi ne with 
Cecily Fultz, school librarian at 

St. John the Evangelist. She’s 
been coordinating TV turnoff 
week for the past four years, but 
this year she left it up to individ-
ual families. She provided chil-
dren with statistics and other in-
formation regarding the effects 
of television, and the families 
did the rest.

The idea, Fultz said, is “to 
encourage students to be more 
active. There are a lot of activi-
ties other than those involving a 
screen.”

Fultz provided families with 
printouts about the effects of 
television on families, individu-
als, academics and health.

Another St. John the Evange-
list family, the Stalters – Matt 
and Lori and their children, 
Matthew, 8, and Katy, 5 – try to 
spend more time in sports and 
other activities and less on tele-
vision. With two TV sets, they 
average four to six hours a week 
in front of the tube; the children 
alone, two hours or less a week.

What else do they do? Ac-
cording to Lori Stalter, the chil-
dren read, play games, are in 
Scouting, and divide their time 
between soccer and dancing – 
for Katy – and baseball and ice 
hockey – for Matthew.

Mom also played a game for 
TV turnoff week. She prepared a 
canning jar for each of the chil-
dren, and each day when there 
was “absolutely no TV or video 
games,” she put in 50 cents.

As with the Birlsons, the Stalt-
ers have tried to keep the clamps 
on the TV.

“We’ve always been active in 
other things,” Lori Stalter said. 
“My husband helps with some 
coaching, and I help with Scout-
ing.”


