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A critiqueof the ChristianAid report

Dying to learn: Young people, HIV and the churches

The Archbishop of Cape Town, in his preface to Dying to learn, states that ‘we are
leaving our young people, the flower of our church and our society, to wither and die
through ignorance, the absence of open, honest and compassionate sharing of vital
information, our embarrassed silence and resistance to reality... Dying to learn pro-
vides us with avery important measure of the truth we need to help the church to be
an agent —away of truth and lifein thefight against HIV'.* The purpose of Christian
Aid’ sdocument is, in partnership with the Church, to ‘ empower young peopleintheir
life choiceswith the honest, supportive and compassionate hel p they need in order to
livetheir lives safely and wholly and be a generation free from AIDS' .2

The purpose of thiscritiqueisto show that the approach of Dying to learnisincon-
sistent with the biblical view of sexual conduct. Wewishtowarn Christiansof thefalse
amoral ideology behind sex education that masguerades as Christian teaching.

The message of Dyingto learn

The report makes the claim that good quality sexual health and HIV education re-
duceslevelsof pregnancy and sexually transmitted infections (STIs), including HIV.
It asserts that ‘ condoms, used correctly and consistently, are effective in preventing
HIV infection among young people who are sexually active’. Moreover, ‘thereis, as
yet, insufficient academic evidenceto conclude that abstinence-only programmesare
beneficial in delaying sexual debut’.® Therefore ‘there is an urgent need to educate
young people about sex and HIV. They are having sex. Many are having sex from
their early teens. They urgently need the knowledge and the skills to protect them-
selves from HIV and other STIs.’* Churches apparently ‘now recognise that the
difficulties they have experienced in dealing with issues of sex and sexuality have
weakened their response in relation to prevention of HIV. They also recognise that
silence, contradictory and punitive messages, or messages that undermine those of
HIV professional's contribute to confusion, stigmaand discrimination.’® The report
points out that ‘research and evaluation has generally been conducted with projects
that providefull, frank and supportive sex and HIV education, promoting afull range
of safe sex strategies — abstinence, faithfulness and safer sex practices, including
condom use and fostering the devel opment of relevant life skills, such as communica-
tion and negotiation.’® Thereport continues: * All good sexual health and HIV educa-
tion programmesfor young peopl e promote “ delay of sexual debut” and “ abstinence”
as the most effective ways to prevent HIV and other STIs whilst, at the same time,
accepting the reality that the majority of young people in most countries will be
sexually active beforethey marry.’”

A critique of Dying to learn

the elemental spirits of theworld, and not according to Christ’ (Colossians2:8). The
sex education programme promoted by Christian Aid isbased on human ideology and
the wisdom of thisworld. It isamessage of despair and hopelessness.

Theyoung peopl e of Africadeserve better from the Christian Church. TheBible,
God's word, is the only sure guide to God's standard of sexual conduct. All other
teachings lead to disaster: ‘ Thereisaway that seemsright to aman, but intheend it
leads to death’ (Proverbs 14:12). And Jesus warned that the broad way leads to
destruction, ‘ For the gate in narrow and the way is hard that leadsto life, and those
who find it are few’ (Matthew 7:13-14). Those who would faithfully teach God's
word to young people must teach the biblical virtues of modesty, chivalry, chastity
and fidelity, and explain the purpose and meaning of marriage. Young menandwomen
need to be warned of the dangers of sexual immorality—they need to be told that it is
the narrow way, not ‘safer sex’, that leads to life. The young people of Africa are
hungry for biblical truth asit relates to sexua conduct.
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Thevirtueof chivalry

Chivalry is the virtue that flows from the apostle Peter’s instruction to husbands to
treat their wiveswith honour ‘ asthe weaker partner and heirswith you of the gracious
gift of life' (1 Peter 3:7). Itisamale virtue that recognisesthe true nature of woman-
hood. A woman is the weaker partner for she does not have the same physical
strength as aman. And more importantly, she has the gracious gift of life. And this
gracious gift is wrapped up in awoman’s sexual vulnerability for she is subject to
pregnancy, childbirth and motherhood. Recognising this gracious gift, a true man
responds by treating women with respect and honour.

So chivalry is founded on biblical truth and provides the moral framework in
which worthy men relate to women. It revealsitself in aman’s courteous behaviour
towardswomen. Like modesty, chivalry comesfrom theinner self andisareflection
of God’smoral law; men have an innate potential for defending, serving and honour-
ing women, for both are created in theimage of God. Itisnatural for aman to honour
and protect al women, not only his mother, sister and wife.

Self-control isan essential component of chivalrous behaviour. The Bible urges
that young men should be taught self-control (Titus 2:6). The grace of God teaches
us ‘to renounce ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, up-
right, and godly livesin the present age’ (Titus 2:12). According to Proverbs, ‘A man
without self-control islikeacity brokeninto and left without walls' (Proverbs 25:28).
The discipline of self-control isto be applied in al areas of life, and especially with
regard to sexual behaviour. A chivalrousman understandsthat for awomanthereisno
such thing as casua sex, for she bearsthe awful responsibility of conceiving anew life
and all that that involves.

Chivalry flourishes when women hold men to high standards, expecting them to be
magnanimous, gallant and civilised. ‘ Theidealsthat womeninstil in boys, and that they
expect of men, determine the moral climate of a society. Do sex education courses,
coeducational dormitories, and condom distribution in schools promote the chivalrous
treatment of women, or do they encourage the lustful exploitation of women for selfish
pleasure? Without the virtue of chastity governing the relationship between men and
women, the respect due to awoman’s honour is absent.’?

Chivalry is an attitude that puts women first, while sexual permissiveness puts
self-gratification first and women last. Chivalry treats women with respect as future
wives and mothers, while the contraceptive mentality treats women as sex objects.

Deceptivehuman wisdom

Thiscritique reveals amassive gulf between the biblical view of sexual conduct and
the message of Dying to learn. The Bible warns, ‘see to it that no one takes you
captive by philosophy and empty deceit, according to human tradition, according to
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Most sociological research, according to the report,  has been on programmes that
adopt an open, frank approach to sexual health and HIV education, promoting absti-
nence, faithfulness and safer sex, including clear information about and accessto con-
doms. Because such education does not increase promiscuity, it is therefore implicit
that information about, and provision of condoms for young people who are sexually
activewill not promote promiscuity... Femalecondomsare becoming moreeasily avail-
able in some countries. These too, when used correctly and consistently, can prevent
HIV. Importantly, they give more power to girlsin negotiations about safer sex.’®

‘By the early teens young people need to have received the necessary knowledge
and learnt the relevant skillsthat will protect them from HIV. Hence age-appropriate
sexual health and HIV education needs to take place in primary schools. Delaying
education puts young people at risk of HIV."®

The document concludesthat unlessyoung people receive education about sex and
HIV, many millions more will die. The churches are in a powerful position because of
their extensive networksand influenceat all levelsof society. But there areweaknesses
intheresponse, particularly in the area of prevention. ‘ Talking about sex ishard. Yet it
iscritical that the churches, and othersin contact with young people, engage with them
on issues of sex and HIV, and that they support othersin their effortsto do so.’%°

The three basic presuppositions of the document are, first, that ‘the majority of
young people are sexually active from avery young age and therefore at risk of being
infected with HIV' .2t Second, that good quality sex education will not increase promis-
cuity, but ‘will promote safer behaviour, and reduce HIV and other STIs and teenage
pregnancy’.’? Third, that condoms protect against pregnancy and STIs.

Therecommendationsof Dyingtolearn

In order to addressthese ‘realities’ Christian Aid advocates avigorous programme of
sex education that, among other things:
* ‘isopen, frank and supportive, promoting abstinence, faithfulness and safer sex’.
¢ ‘ensuresthat young people[includes children from the age of 10 years] haveall the
information and skills they need before they become sexually active...’
* fosters development of the life skills young people need to ‘ communicate about
sex, say “no”, and negotiate safer sex’.
* ensures ‘that young people who are sexually active have access to condoms, in
order to protect themselves from HIV, and not spread it to others' .3

The essential point of Christian Aid’s position is that as sexual activity among
young peopleisinevitable, they need information (commonly referred to as sex edu-
cation) to protect them from HIV and other STIs. Sex education aimsto promotethree
things: 1) abstinence, 2) faithfulness and 3) safer sex. Young people are taught in
such away that it isclear that they have a choice between not having sex (abstinence)
and having sex, in that they are also taught how to use contraception (safer sex), and
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how to negotiate ‘ safer sex’. Those who choose to have sex are apparently encour-
aged to be ‘faithful’.

Promoting abstinence, ignoring chastity

Many people assume that providing young people with the option of abstinence is
based on Christian teaching. It is important to understand that the appeal to sexual
abstinenceisacomponent of what isusually referred to as comprehensive sex educa-
tion. The Sexuality Information and Education Council of the United States (SIECUS),
is one of the leading advocates of comprehensive sex education. It promotes absti-
nence as a key choice: ‘ Some people feel sexual desire but choose not to be sexual
with anyone else. That's just fine. The choice not to be sexual with anyone else is
called sexual abstinence. It isagood choice and something you may choose at differ-
ent timesthroughout your wholelife... Abstinence from sexual relations has benefits
for teenagers. It is the best way to prevent pregnancy and to prevent becoming in-
fected with HIV and other STDs... Remember, for many young personsthe choiceto
be abstinent isthe best choice.’** The essential feature of Christian Aid’'s abstinence
programme, like that of SIECUS, isthat it is pro-choice, offering young people the
choice of delaying the onset of sexual activity and ‘ safer sex’. In other words, young
people are presented with both options and whichever choice they make isright for
them. Thereisnothing in Dying to learn to indicate that promiscuous sex, according
totheBible, iswrong.

Some people are misled into believing that the abstinence message, which en-
courages young peopleto delay the onset of sexual intercourse until they areready, is
consistent with biblical morality. But this is not the case. Delaying the onset of
sexual intercourse, or abstinence, or learning to wait until the right moment, is a
pragmatic decision based on the feelings and desires of the young people involved,
and has nothing to do with what is right or wrong. Chastity, on the other hand, isa
moral decision to remain sexually chaste until marriage. Thereisaworld of differ-
ence between these two positions—one is based on the morality of desire, the other
on the morality of the Bible.

Promoting faithfulnessto nobody in particular

Christian Aid’'s sex education programme claims to promote faithfulness. But to
whom are sexually active children and sexually active single young people to be
faithful? Dying to learn does not deal with the issue of marriage, does not teach
fidelity within marriage, and does not mention the role of husband and wife. And so
the concept of faithfulness, astaught by Christian Aid, has no object and istherefore
meaningless. The God of the Bible isfaithful to himself and to his people. Heisa
‘God of faithfulness and without iniquity, just and upright’ (Deuteronomy 32:4). The
Bibleteachesfaithfulnesswithin the marriage union, or fidelity. ‘ Marriage should be
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that is central to the character of God. Young women are to be trained *to be self-
controlled, chaste’ (Titus2:5). Theword chasteisrelated to theword holy—it means
clean, modest, pure, undefiled. All immorality, impurity and uncontrolled passion are
out of place for Christians. * But among you there must not be even a hint of sexual
immorality, or of any kind of impurity’ (Ephesians5:3). ‘ Put to death, therefore, what-
ever belongsto your earthly nature: sexual immorality, impurity, lust, evil desires...’
(Colossians 3:5). ‘It is God's will that you should be holy; that you should avoid
sexual immorality; that each of you should learn to control hisown body in away that
isholy and honourable, not in passionate lust like the heathen, who do not know God,;
and that in thismatter no one should wrong his brother or take advantage of him. The
Lord will punish men for all such sins, aswe have aready told you and warned you.
For God did not call usto beimpure, but toliveaholy life. Therefore, hewho rejects
this instruction does not reject man but God, who gives you his Holy Spirit’ (1
Thessalonians 4:3-8). Sexual purity isan attitude of mind and desire of the heart that
comesfrom an understanding of God’sholy character and ismanifest in our thoughts,
speech and the way we behave. Impurity, sexual immorality and adultery are the
enemies of marriage, and God's plan for marriage cannot flourish if sexual immorality
iswidespread and accepted as the norm.

Thevirtueof modesty

The apostle Paul emphasi sestheimportance of modesty. | also want women to dress
modestly, with decency and propriety, not with braided hair or gold or pearls or
expensive clothes' (1 Timothy 2:9). A modest woman does not present herself in a
way that is sexually provocative or that attracts undue attention. She is careful to
avoid any unbecoming or shameful conduct.

The apostle Peter explains the importance of modesty as a virtue that enhances
the inner beauty of women. A wife's beauty ‘should be that of your inner self, the
unfading beauty of agentle and quiet spirit, whichisof great worthin God'ssight’ (1
Peter 3:4). Modesty is characterised by aquiet and gentle spirit, which demonstrates
awoman’strueworth. Itisprimarily directed towards men, and makes a clear state-
ment of awoman’sintention to preserve her sexuality for the one man who will be her
husband and the father of her children. Because modesty reveals a woman's inner
beauty, it is attractive to the man who loves her and chooses her to be his wife.

The great value of modesty isthat it enhances the feminine attributes of woman-
kind. It produces a woman of resolute character who understands the value of her
sexuality. Her relationshipswith men are based on truth and genuine affection, not on
sexual lust. Sheisnot asex object, but awoman with dignity and value. She under-
stands that she has been blessed with the potential for reproduction and she does not
abuse God's gift of motherhood. She understands the value of chastity and by her
modest behaviour she earns the respect of men.
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TheBiblical approach to sexual conduct

Thebiblical view of sexual conduct iscompletely different. The Bible makesit abun-
dantly clear that human sexual behaviour is subject to the moral law of God. Sexual
activity is to be reserved for marriage, between husband and wife. Sexual activity
outside marriageisawayswrong. And God'slaw demands sexual purity, decency and
propriety. Sexual conduct is so inextricably linked to inner beliefs that the physical
aspect of sex can never be divorced from the moral dimension. Jesus taught that the
outward, physical manifestations of sexual behaviour are always a manifestation of
the inner self. ‘For from within, out of men’s hearts, come evil thoughts, sexual
immorality...” (Mark 7:21). Any attempt to teach about sexual conduct in a moral
vacuum isto promote amorality, which always|eadsto sexual immorality. The New
Testament warns that we should ‘ flee from sexual immorality’ (1 Corinthians 6:18).
Jesus equated the lustful look with adultery and warned: ‘ If your right eye causesyou
tosin, gougeit out and throw it away’ (Matthew 5:28,29).

Christian sexual conduct isexpressed inthefour virtues—modesty, chivalry, chas-
tity and fidelity. Sexual purity is the foundation on which these virtues are built.
While each virtue applies to an aspect of sexual behaviour, together they form a
coherent inner belief system that sets a standard for sexual conduct that gives mean-
ing to marriage and thefamily.

Modesty is the virtue that recognises the rightful purpose of sex as something
private, mysterious, and meant for the rel ationship between husband and wife. Mod-
esty discourages lust and encouragesfaithful love. Chivalry isthevirtuethat teaches
men to relate to women with honour and respect. It gives men theinner motivation to
practise self-control, honesty and decency in relationships. Chastity is based in the
desirefor sexua purity, both before and after marriage. 1t welcomesthe discipline of
self-control and self-denial. Fidelity isbasedinfaithfulnessthat rejoicesinthelifelong
nature of the marriage union, and so provides security for all members of the family.

Modesty and chivalry are the roots from which the virtues of chastity and fidelity
grow and bear the fruits of marital faithfulness and family security. Marriage and the
family flourish when all four virtues are practised. And most important of al, these
Christian virtues guard children from danger and abuse—they provide children with
God-given security, protecting them from the ravagesthat result from sexual immoral-
ity. Inhisgreat wisdom, God hasinstituted moral laws around human sexual conduct
that preserve marriage, secure the family and protect children. These virtues are
based in the holy, righteous character of God, and are reflected in hismoral law.

Thevirtueof chatity

The Bible teaches that chastity, which flows from the concept of sexual purity, pro-
videsasolid foundation for marriage. The concept of chastity flowsfrom the holiness
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honoured by all, and the marriage bed kept pure, for God will judge the adulterer and
all thesexually immoral’ (Hebrews 13:4). Isit possible to have afaithful sexual rela-
tionship outside marriage? Of course not! To whom are the sexually immoral, the
adulterer or fornicator to be faithful ?

Promoting ‘safer sex’

At the heart of Christian Aid teaching is ‘safer sex’. The message is that condoms
protect children and young people from sexually transmitted diseases and unwanted
pregnancies. Dying to learn glossesover thefact that ‘ safer sex’ practicesare not that
safe. On page 15 we read: ‘ The quality of the education is all important in ensuring
someimpact on sexual behaviour, including safer sex practices, and thiswill, inturn,
reduce teenage pregnancies.’*® On page 21 we are told that sex education does not
resultina’ corresponding reductionin STlsand teenage pregnancy’.1® Despitealack
of evidence that condoms have reduced the incidence of teenage pregnancies and
STls, Christian Aid is prepared to promote them across Africa. The document,
moreover, does not even mention the significant failure rate among girls and young
women who rely on condoms to prevent pregnancy.

Yet an epidemiological assessment of family planning inthe UK providesinforma
tion on the percentage of women who become pregnant in the year of using different
contraceptive methods. The failure rate for condoms is estimated to be between 10
and 19 per cent per year.t” Information from the National Surveysof Family Growthin
the USA shows that 14 per cent of couples experience an unintended pregnancy
during the first year of typical use, afailure rate that includes both inconsistent use
and incorrect use, as well as breakage and slippage.®® This means that around onein
six teenagers who depend upon condoms for contraception are at risk of pregnancy
during each year of sexual activity. Clearly, contraception does not provide fool proof
protection against pregnancy. Theimplicationisthat ‘safer sex’ isnot al that safein
preventing pregnancy among sexually active teenagers.

A correlation between the use of condoms at first sexual intercourse, and the con-
ception rate among under 16-year-oldsinthe UK, for theperiod 1975to 1991, published
in a letter to the British Medical Journal, showed a remarkably powerful correlation
between the two trends, with pregnancies increasing (not decreasing) with increasing
condom use® While it is not possible to say that there is a causal link, a feasible
explanation isthat the promotion of contraception among the young has contributed to
anincrease in promiscuous sexual behaviour, which in turn hasinevitably contributed
to the increase in teenage pregnancies. The letter concludes, ‘ Sex education and the
national campaign to promote contraception through safer sex campaigns have un-
doubtedly been successful in increasing the proportion of teenagers who use con-
doms. Most people assume that increasing the use of contraception leads to a reduc-
tion in unplanned pregnancies. Yet my analysis shows that this has not happened. A
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plausible explanation is that the main factor in unplanned teenage pregnancy is contra-
ceptivefailure, not thelack of contraceptive knowledge and availability.?

Theability of condomsto protect against STIsand HIV iseven more doubtful. A
workshop on the Scientific Evidence on Condom Effectivenessfor STD Prevention,
under the auspices of the National Institutes of Health in the USA, examined 138
research papers published in the scientific literature. The expert panel concluded:
‘The ability to definitively demonstrate the presence or absence of a relationship
between consistent and correct condom usage and the reduction in risk of STDswas
significantly hampered by the lack of adequate study design in most, but not all stud-
iesunder review.’? Because of the‘limitationsin study designstherewasinsufficient
evidence from the epidemiol ogical studies on these diseases (gonorrhoeain women,
chlamydial infection and trichomoniasis) to draw definite conclusions about the ef-
fectiveness of thelatex male condom in reducing the transmission of these diseases.’
The panel estimated that ‘ consistent condom use decreased the risk of HIV/AIDS
transmission by approximately 85%’ .2 Thismeansthat 15 out of 100 sexually active
young peoplewho rely on condomsfor protection against HIV areat risk of acquiring
the infection if exposed to an infected partner. Moreover, available epidemiological
evidence ‘does not allow an accurate assessment of the degree of protection against
gonorrhoeainfection in women offered by the correct and consistent condom use’ .2
And there is no evidence that condoms provide protection against a number of other
STls, such asthe human papillomavirus, chlamydiaor genital herpes.

Messagesfrom Africa

According to Nigerian medical practitioner Dr Emmanuel Okechukwu, ‘ Condom edu-
cation, promotion and its distribution to even minors in secondary schools always
withhold the technical details about product defects from potential users. In fact, it
confersasense of false security. It subtly engenders sexual initiation or experimenta-
tion by young people who otherwise were abstinent, and emboldens the already
sexual activeinto multiple sexual partnering. The exuberant young peopletakerisks,
and often do not use condoms “consistently and correctly”. Promiscuity escal ates,
STDs spread and HIV/AIDS rages like wildfire among the youth population of Ni-
geria. What we are painfully seeing isthat many end up becoming wasted individual s
due to disease, depression or premature death aswith HIV/AIDS.

‘Inthefaceof all this, it iscuriousthat policy makers, programme implementers,
social researchers and epidemiologists have not realized a simple but irrepressible
fact: that condom and the activity it engenders constitute the single most important
factor promoting HIV spread around the world. Does a collective lack of intellectual
honesty exist in thisregard? *

Rev. Rodney Schofield, ateacher at ZombaTheological Collegein Malawi, wrote:
‘In the middle of Zombais a government-funded poster of ayoung woman brushing
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off ayoung man, apparently on heat, with the words No condom, No way. Theirony
isthat this poster is next to the entrance of the main Presbyterian Churchin town, and
all the churches of Malawi are solidly opposed to the condom culture, believing that
it simply encourages people to be promiscuous, namely, that it sends out a crystal
clear message: it's OK if you're careful. Unfortunately, not all our visitors and part-
ners from overseas (Anglicans included) respect the churches' position here, and
some have even campaigned blatantly against it, thus undermining the work being
done here... The Gospel we preach, and try to live, is not atired and out-of-date
message that might prompt usto revise our church’smoral codein line with modern
thinking. Itisthe power of God to save.’®

For three decades the UK Government has promoted condoms among young people
with enormousvigour. Theresult of this policy has been amassive, tenfold increase
in the use of contraception by children under the age of consent over the last 25
years. Moreover, all secondary schoolchildren, as a matter of policy, are taught the
messages of ‘safer sex’, and the skills of ‘negotiating sex’ with a partner. Without
doubt, children in the UK know more about sex and contraception than ever before.
Yet despitethismassive‘ safer sex’ campaign, thereisnow an epidemic of STIsamong
young people, which is directly related to the growth in condom usage.

Hundreds of thousands of children who have suffered the emotional trauma and
moral guilt associated with sexual promiscuity can testify to the fact that the ‘ safer
sex’ messageisdishonest, misleading and cruel. Thosegirlsenticed into promiscuity
by the ‘ safer sex’ message find that they have entered not into aworld of sexual fun,
but into the dark world of sexual immorality, characterised by anxiety, insecurity and
fear. Amoral sex education, of course, does not acknowledge the existence of sexual
immorality and glosses over the moral devastation that results. While‘safer sex’ may
prevent some of the physical consequences, some of the time, it cannot protect
against the spiritual and moral harm that flowsfrom disobeying God’smoral law. The
terrible truth isthat immorality has consequences.

Chrigtian Aid’sapproach to sexual conduct isamoral

The most serious criticism of Christian Aid’s approach to sex education isthat it is
amoral. Dying to learn doesnot even pay lip serviceto biblical teaching with regard
to sexual behaviour; it does not condemn any type of sexual behaviour aswrong. The
only problem with promiscuity, intheeyesof ChristianAid, isthat it may causean STI
or pregnancy, and provided that these problems can be avoided by contraception, there
is nothing intrinsically wrong with promiscuity. Dying to learn makes no attempt to
teach young people that sexual activity should be reserved for marriage. It does not
mention that God’swill isthat children should be conceived, nurtured and cared for in
thefamily created by marriage. Theeffect isto demoralise sexual conduct.
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