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To Be Someone Radiant Fr. James Dominic Brent, O.P.



Delivered as the Blessed John Henry Cardinal Newman Lecture at the Institute for Psychological Sciences, November 18, 2011. Distributed with Permission. © Institute for the Psychological Sciences The Church’s teaching against contraception is difficult for many people to understand. For most people in western societies today, even those who identify themselves as Catholics, to live without contraception is not a live option. Among most couples preparing for marriage, it is axiomatic that they will use contraception in one form or another in their marriage. So when the Church teaches that contraceptive sex is intrinsically morally evil, to be avoided in all circumstances no matter how good one’s purposes may be, there is a direct clash between an ancient and widely received Christian teaching and a current but prevalent state of mind about sexuality. The current, prevalent state of mind reflects an all-encompassing atmosphere of confusion about the meaning of life, freedom, sexuality, love, happiness, and what it means to be a good person. The Church’s teaching against contraception, on the other hand, is an alternative, coherent, and comprehensive philosophy of life, freedom, sexuality, love, happiness, and what it means to be a good person. In short, there are two ways of living out one’s human sexuality – the world’s way and the Church’s way. Between these two ways every human being must make a free choice. The world’s way seems easier, happier, paved with convenience, flexibility, romantic spontaneity, fertility control, and a more carefree life. The Church’s way seems absurd: harder, unhappy, paved with unpredictability, self-denial, worries about pregnancy, and other problems. The point of this essay is to help people see through the appearances, and to discover that reality is the opposite. The Church’s way is the way to happiness. The world’s way is the way to spiritual death. I proceed in two stages. First, I present the Church’s way of living out one’s human sexuality. I make some initial clarifications and dispel a number of misconceptions about the Church’s teaching on contraception. Second, in light of the points and clarifications made in the first section, I explain the wisdom in the



To Be Someone Radiant - 2 Church’s way of living out one’s human sexuality. I point out the radiant goodness the Church’s way promises to those who travel it, what becomes of those who try to go by a contrary way, and yet how God’s mercy is always there ready to heal anyone in this life. The Church’s Way All human beings have a sex drive. In some people it is more pronounced than in others, in some people it is a drive for sexual interaction with people of the same sex, but for most people the sex drive is for sexual interaction with people of the opposite sex. What could be more obvious than to say that all human beings, with perhaps some rare exceptions, have an appetite for sexual interaction with other human beings? On this point, even people who are otherwise against talk of human “nature” will say: “It’s natural!” A sex drive comes with being human. Now, all human beings need to control their sex drive to some extent. Like other appetites, the appetite for food for example, if one does not control one’s sexual appetites to some extent, if one acts on every impulse that passes through the mind, the appetite out of control will ruin one’s life. Psychologists and dieticians make millions of dollars every year by assisting people whose lives have, to some extent or another, been ruined by not controlling their appetites to eat. Psychologists and dieticians try to teach people to control their appetites wisely. So it is with our sex drive. We need to control it wisely or it will ruin us – really ruin our lives. That we need to restrain our sexual impulses at least to some extent should be common sense. Most people realize how stupid it is to have sex with strangers at public rest areas. Common sense tells us that one should so restrain one’s sexual impulses at least to the extent of staying away from that kind of thing. Because our sex drive has the potential to ruin our lives, there is something to fear in it. A sex drive not wisely controlled can be the occasion for catastrophic selfdestruction. Consequently, every so often somebody will venture the claim that our sex drive is basically evil. The Church condemns this view. The Church teaches that the human sex drive is good in itself. Although the sex drive not wisely controlled has been, and will always be, the occasion for catastrophic destruction, it does not follow that the sex drive is essentially catastrophic or destructive. Rather, it only follows that the sex drive is potentially catastrophic and destructive. The sex drive is also potentially glorious and awesome. And which way the lives of men and women



To Be Someone Radiant - 3 will go, unto happiness or unto ruin, depends to no small extent on whether men and women control their sex drive or their sex drive controls them. This holds not only for individuals, but for whole societies as well. People know that there is a self-destructive way to live out one’s sexuality. The fear of one’s own sex drive, or rather the fear of “acting out” at any moment, is prevalent among people today. Many people have a personal history of hurting themselves and others by giving in to their sexual impulses unwisely. Teetering on the edge of losing control at any moment, many people live in fear of what they might do, e.g. cheating, sexual harassment, adultery, etc.. And there is a way of approaching human sexuality that is rooted in this insecurity – an approach that tends to reduce the whole question of sex to “don’t do it until you are married, and don’t ask why.” To live in such insecurity and to live without asking questions and hearing good answers about sex is not a happy way to live. To become truly happy requires finding a way to live out one’s sexuality without the fear of “what I might do.” To become happy requires raising questions about sex, and getting answers that are different from the ordinary confusion. And the only way out of such insecurity, the only way forward toward happiness, is first to find a rational principle that wisely guides one in controlling one’s sexual appetites. One also needs to develop enough self-mastery actually to control one’s sexual appetites wisely, i.e., in accord with that principle. Now, many people are so controlled by their own sex drive that they find the very thought of “developing the self-mastery to control one’s sexual appetites wisely” to be hopelessly ridiculous. “People cannot learn to control themselves,” it is said, “it is impossible. It is unrealistic for the Church to think that such self-control is possible.” In response to this despair, the Church does not simply command self-control or promise an easy way to get it. On the contrary, the Church agrees a bit with the discouragement. Just a bit. The Church replies with another subtle but illuminating teaching. The Church teaches that the potential in one’s sex drive for making one’s life better off and the potential in one’s sex drive for making one’s life worse off are not equal. Human sexuality, although good in itself, is also universally wounded. All human beings are wounded in their very sexuality in a way that makes it hard for the goodness of our sexuality to be lived out and shine forth in all of its glory. Instead, we tend to live out our human sexuality for the worse much more easily than we tend to live it out for the better. Making a mess of one’s life through sexual



To Be Someone Radiant - 4 impulsiveness comes very easily. Bringing one’s life to the perfect pitch of joy through appropriate self-restraint in matters sexual is much more difficult. Because of this wound, traditionally called concupiscence, human sexuality has a certain tragic quality to it. On the one hand, our sexuality is good and holds out to us the promise of a certain awesome glory. We sense this instinctively and so long to find that awesome glory. On the other hand, our sexuality is wounded and the wound tends to ruin everything – to keep us from the awesome glory that we expect from sexuality. Because of this wound, because of the tragic quality of our sexuality, the Church is understanding about the sense of despair that creeps into the minds of men and women. And to this despair the Church responds both by reminding people of the potential for goodness latent within their sexuality (a goodness and glory that is easily forgotten in an ocean of smut) and by pointing out that there is a way to realize that potential. Knowing about the wound in our sexuality, the Church does not expect anyone to realize that potential easily. But to learn to control one’s sexual impulses wisely is possible for human beings. It is possible with a struggle – sometimes a long and hard struggle. Typically, there is no way to live out one’s sexuality happily without some kind of a fight with oneself. But victory in that fight is possible, and the Church is here to transform men and women to the core with both the wisdom and the grace they need to live out their sexuality wisely, i.e. to live it out in a way that they come to taste the greatness and glory they instinctively seek through sex. What then is the wise way to control one’s sexual impulses? Let us begin by speaking generally, and gradually get specific. Wisdom tells us that one is neither to repress sexual impulses completely nor yield to them stupidly. To repress them completely would be to refuse to acknowledge their existence, to go through life as if there were no such thing as one’s human sexuality or sex drive or sexual appetites. To yield to one’s sexual appetites stupidly is to act on them out of season: with a person, for a reason, in a manner, or in circumstances that ruin one’s life to some extent. Between the two extremes of sexual repression and sexual anarchy there is a narrow road, paved with difficulties indeed, but leading to a life full of radiant goodness and deep joy. What is the narrow road that wisdom points out to us? First, wisdom says that all sexual activity is to take place between husband and wife, i.e. a male and female bound together for life in a personal covenant. This immediately rules out masturbation, fornication, adultery, and homosexual activity.



To Be Someone Radiant - 5 To control one’s sexual appetites wisely means to refrain from acting on them in any way other than with one’s spouse. Surely, sexual impulses for someone other than one’s spouse may come and go. Such impulses are to be acknowledged and not repressed. But they are not to be acted out in any way. Now, the purpose of this essay is not to explain why it is unwise to yield to sexual impulses with anyone other than one’s spouse. The purpose at hand is to explain rather why contraception is wrong. The real reason why contraception is wrong comes to light most clearly when we take it for granted that acting on sexual impulses apart from one’s spouse is unwise, and focus the question on why contraception is wrong precisely between husband and wife. Second, wisdom says that husband and wife are to do nothing “whether in anticipation of the conjugal act, or in its accomplishment, or in the development of the natural consequences…to render procreation impossible.”1 This is the meaning of contraception: deliberately to do something before, during, or after an act of sexual intercourse in order to render procreation impossible by the act of intercourse. The term ‘contraception’ is confusingly ambiguous in popular parlance. On the one hand, it can mean the choice or free act of blocking, impeding, or stopping conception from happening in a given act of sexual intercourse. And this is how the Church uses the term. To contracept is to have sex while simultaneously trying to stop conception from occuring because of the sex. But ‘contraception’ is also used to refer to the things people use to try and prevent conception from happening because of sexual intercourse: condoms, pills, sponges, spermicides, etc.. Because of this ambiguity, some people conclude that the Church condemns contraception because the Church is against artificial things or technology. Furthermore, popular parlance usually fails to distinguish between contraception (performing a sexual act while deliberately doing something to suppress its fertility) and birth control (intentionally spacing or limiting children). To avoid all this ambiguity, and for clarity’s sake, instead of ‘contraception’ I use the term self-sterilized sex to mean a freely performed act of sexual intercourse the fertility of which a couple has also freely, intentionally, and deliberately suppressed (regardless of by what means and for how long they suppress the fertility of their sexual acts). Their sexual act is sterilized, either permanently or temporarily, in the sense that the couple denies the fulfillment of any life giving or baby making implications the act may have The act is self-sterilized in the sense that 1



Humanae Vitae, 14.



To Be Someone Radiant - 6 the sterility of the act proceeds from the intellect and will of the couple and not from merely biological factors such as the act’s taking place during the infertile period, or the man having a low sperm count, or the woman being post-menopausal, etc.. There are a variety of ways in which the couple might freely choose to sterilize their own act of sexual intercourse – coitus interruptus, condoms, the pill, sponges, spermicides, vasectomy, tubal ligations, etc.. But the essence of contraception is not in the technology used. It is in the free choice to assault and supress the fertility of sexual intercourse. Summing up, what the Church says, or what wisdom says, about this is twofold. First, the act of self-sterilizing one’s own sexual activity, whether permanently or temporarily, is always wrong. Second, the act of self-sterilized sex is always wrong.2 We can now clear up two misconceptions. First, husbands and wives who happen to be infertile for reasons that they themselves do not freely and deliberately bring about do nothing wrong in having sexual intercourse. Sex between older spouses who are beyond the fertile years, sex between spouses who have infertility problems and know it, sex between spouses who know they are in the infertile period of the women’s cycle, none of these are wrong. For in all these cases, the infertility of the sexual intercourse proceeds not from the intellect and will of the couple but from a source outside their intellect and will, i.e. from merely biological factors. It is not fertility that makes sex good and infertility that makes it wrong. Rather, sex between husbands and wives, even infertile husbands and wives, is good for all kinds of reasons. But self-inducing infertility, either permanently or temporarily, is one thing that makes a particular act of sex wrong. Couples who merely happen to be infertile are not self-sterilizing or self-inducing the infertility of their own sexual intercourse. Second, couples who deliberately abstain from intercourse during the time of the woman’s cycle that they know to be the fertile period, even if they abstain because they know it to be the fertile period and they want to avoid conception at that time, 2



I cannot here enter into the question of the morality of a certain complex case – the case of a couple who knowing the Church’s teaching against it nonetheless permanently sterilizes their own sexual activity through vasectomy or tubal ligation and later repents of their choice to sterilize. Are their sexual acts licit? There may be an obligation to obtain a reversal, but that is a matter of prudence considering all the circumstances. In cases where reversal is imprudent, it seems that sexual activity between them could be licit for the following reason. Once repented of, their infertility ceases to be self-induced. It is historically self-induced in the sense that it is they who in the past brought it about. But it is not morally self-induced since they now reject their own past state of mind that brought about the infertility. They have cast off the mind that produced the infertility. The present infertility is thus quasi-biological.



To Be Someone Radiant - 7 are doing something different from a couple who has self-sterilized sex. For the former couple does not perform an act of sexual intercourse the fertility of which they have also freely, intentionally, and deliberately suppressed. Rather, they freely choose to abstain from any intercourse at all when they know the time to be fertile. Freely to abstain from all intercourse known to be fertile is one thing; freely to perform an act of sexual intercourse while also assaulting and suppressing the fertility of the act is another. The former may in certain circumstances be wise and good. The latter can never be either wise or good. To see why the latter is wrong is the point of the next section. Before jumping to the reason, further clarifications are in order. The teaching of the Church leaves open the possibility that married couples may, in circumstances where grave reasons make it wise, practice periodic abstinence for the sake of living out what the Church calls responsible parenthood.3 In such cases, where the couple practices periodic abstinence, all their acts of sexual intercourse remain what I call natural sexual intercourse. By ‘natural sexual intercourse’ I simply mean any act of sexual intercourse in which the couple does not freely, intentionally, and deliberately sterilize the act or suppress its fertility. We now confront two further misconceptions about the Church’s teaching, both of which are unfortunate and both of which are widespread. First, to many people “periodic abstinence” means simply the rhythm method or “trucker’s method.” The rhythm/trucker’s method of spacing births or avoiding conception is known to be worthless as far as avoiding conception is concerned. On this method, by going on the number of days in the average woman’s cycle one tries to judge whether ovulation has occurred simply by counting from the last day of the woman’s last period. For several reasons, this is no way to determine whether a woman is in the fertile period of her cycle. Instead of this guessing game, there are simple, scientifically established, and accurate ways to know when the fertile period is about to begin and when the fertile period of her cycle has ended. There are a variety of methods for knowing this, and the family of methods comes under the heading “Natural Family Planning” or NFP for short.4 The method is called “natural” in the sense that it involves no self-sterilizing of one’s sexual acts in any way either temporarily or permanently. For the couple practicing NFP, all their sexual 3 4



The term ‘responsible parenthood’ is found in Humanae Vitae, 10. Resources on the various sorts of Natural Family Planning are abundant, for a start see: 1. http://www.popepaulvi.com/ 2. http://www.onemoresoul.com/



To Be Someone Radiant - 8 intercourse is natural, but it need never be fertile. Again, it is not the fertility of intercourse that makes it right and infertility that makes it wrong, but the selfinduced character of infertility that makes self-sterilized sex to be wrong. The first misconception to clear away is that on the Church’s teaching couples have nothing but the rhythm method at their disposal. The truth is that couples may use NFP and NFP is not the same as the rhythm method. Second, NFP is both more reliable than the rhythm method and at least equally reliable as the most reliable forms of contraception. The urban legend is that NFP does not work, that it is unreliable, that the pill, vasectomies, and tubal ligations are the only way “to be sure.” But the truth is that NFP properly used is statistically the same as the pill properly used. The WHO (World Health Organization) has performed several large-scale trials that have demonstrated an unintended pregnancy rate of between 0.3 and 3%, which is as good as any artificial form of birth control except sterilization. One very large trial involving about 20,000 Indian women showed an unintended pregnancy rate of less than 0.3%.5



Comparing NFP and the pill in the same sentence can be confusing, and makes it seem that NFP is one more form of contraception alongside others. But we have already seen that NFP is different from contraception. Couples who practice NFP never engage in anything but natural sexual intercourse. Periodic abstinence is a form of abstinence during fertility; contraception is an assault on fertility. The point at hand is that the immoral practice of using the pill offers no statistical advantage over the morally licit practice of periodic abstinence. Let us sum up the Church’s way of living out one’s human sexuality. Human sexuality is good in itself. It holds both the potential for bringing people to a great good and the potential for bringing them to ruin. Human sexuality is also wounded, and so in the concrete circumstances of daily life its potential for bringing people to ruin is more easily realized. The potential for its bringing people to good requires special and thoughtful effort. To bring people to the good, one must expend thoughtful effort at controlling one’s sexual impulses wisely. Amidst many and easy ways to ruin one’s life when acting out one’s wounded sexuality, there is a narrow 5



Chris Kahlenborn, MD, and Ann Moell, MD, “What a Woman Should Know About Birth Control” http://onemoresoul.com/contraception/risks-consequences/what-a-woman-shouldknow-about-birth-control.html#32.



To Be Someone Radiant - 9 way to travel down and on this narrow way things can go supremely well. What is the narrow way? In one sentence, what is the wise way of controlling one’s sexual appetites? What is the rational principle that we need? Wisdom says: Do not say yes to any impulse for genital satisfaction except natural sexual intercourse between husband and wife. I call this a wisdomprinciple, for it tells one how it is necessary to live and to control one’s sexual impulses in order to arrive at true happiness. To live out one’s human sexuality on the basis of this wisdom-principle rules out ever engaging in self-sterilized sex but leaves open the possibility of limiting the number of one’s children and spacing their births through the use of NFP and periodic abstinence. Now, there is no doubt that NFP and periodic absitinence is a way that requires self-denial, and sometimes significant self-denial, in marriage. And the difficulty of such self-denial and perhaps a deep despair over its possibility, I think, is at the root of the resistance to the Church’s wisdom. True, to live out one’s human sexuality in accord with this wisdom principle often calls for self-denial, but it also promises happiness, freedom, love, and joy of a higher kind. To live out one’s human sexuality in a manner contrary to this wisdom-principle promises the opposite: the loss of that same happiness, freedom, love, and joy. If one seems to lose a lot by submitting to wisdom, one loses much more by rejecting it. Wisdom, though she crucifies the flesh a bit, kisses the soul with kisses all her own. The world, fleeing the cross and pampering the flesh, never comes to know the sweeter kisses of wisdom. Why the Church’s Way? The task at hand now is to explain why it is better freely to live out one’s human sexuality in the Church’s way than in the world’s way, why one is better off for walking in accord with the wisdom-principle than in walking away from it. The task now, in other words, is to help one see the wisdom in the wisdom-principle and to give the reason why it is wrong to engage in self-sterilized sex even in marriage. In the end, we shall see not only that is it better to travel down the road pointed out by the Church, but that freely to travel down the contrary path destroys the necessary conditions for the possibility of true happiness in marriage and so is, for that reason, evil. To see the wisdom of the Church’s way requires a little bit of philosophy, but not much. Ancient Greek philosophers noticed a distinction between three types of



To Be Someone Radiant - 10 goods. There are useful goods, pleasurable goods, and honorable goods (bonum honestum). Useful goods are those things or acts that are good because useful, e.g. a stapler or using a stapler. Pleasurable goods are those things or acts that are good because pleasurable, e.g. eating ice cream. And finally there is a third sort of good that is very much in eclipse in our society. In our society, we know what pleasure is, and we know what usefulness is. But do we know anything higher? We scarcely even have a name for this sort of goodness like the ancients did. They called it bonum honestum, and the closest translation of it is the honorable good. They meant the sort of goodness that bears within itself a reason for the praise, respect, admiration, and honor of others. The goodness is not in the praise, respect, admiration, or honor itself, but in the reason for which the praise, respect, and honor is bestowed. Only a rich example can illustrate this sort of goodness. Let us consider an Olympic athlete, e.g. a sprinter. An Olympic sprinter who trains, competes, and wins, for example, is an honorable good. The sprinter possesses a reason for being given the medal and our praise. The goodness is not in the awarding of the medal or in the praise that we give, but in the very reason for our awarding the medal and giving our praise. The goodness is in the sprinter’s being and doing. The goodness is the whole combination of the sprinter himself, his muscle mass, speed, power, balance, pace, running form, lung capacity, starting skill, vigor, prowess, the act of racing, and the fact of winning. The honorable good here consists in the all around awesome stature stamped into the sprinter’s very being – a stature stamped into his being that displays and radiates a complex but marvelously well ordered set of many little qualities. Because this sort of goodness is not in the honor bestowed but in the reason for bestowing the honor, and because the reason for bestowing the honor is the radiant set of well ordered qualities stamped into his being, let us call this sort of goodness the radiant good. The radiant good is not what a person has, but what a person is. When it comes to living out one’s human sexuality in the Olympic competition of life, there is a version of what the sprinter displays. There is a radiant goodness to a human being who lives out his or her sexuality well. Like the athlete’s radiant goodness, the radiant goodness of a human being’s sexuality lived out well is an all around awesome stature consisting of a marvelously well ordered set of little qualities stamped into one’s being. Unlike the sprinter’s body, however, this well ordered set of little qualities is not necessarily visible to the eye. The radiant good of



To Be Someone Radiant - 11 a human being who lives out his or her sexuality well is stamped not visibly into the body but invisibly into the soul. This radiant good is called chastity. Chastity is a deep and mysterious set of many little personal qualities, all coordinated together, for living out one’s sexual impulses in a way that leads to the highest happiness, freedom, love, and joy. To possess chastity in one’s soul makes for the free and joyful living out of one’s human sexuality. Chastity is sexual self-mastery stamped deeply into one’s being. Just what this self-mastery looks like in detail shall be discussed below. At this point, it suffices to say that possessing this mastery of one’s own sexuality ensures that men and women rule their own sexual impulses and their own sexual impulses do not rule them. The chaste are not insecurely afraid of their sexuality, not fearing “what I might do.” And though they need not be philosophers or theologians, they are not in the dark about what wisdom teaches. They calmly know – either by an elaborate body of conceptual knowledge if they are philosophers or by a simple instinct of character if they are not – when, where, and what sort of vigilance over oneself is called for in sexual matters, and when and where it is right to set vigilance aside. For chastity is the ability to control one’s sexual impulses wisely, neither to repress them without acknowledgement nor to act on them out of season, but to value them at their true worth, and to yield to them in the time, place, and manner that makes for real happiness. Chastity is the ability easily and joyfully to walk the narrow way specified by wisdom. Now, no Olympic sprinter wins the gold medal quickly or easily. It takes a long and painful training to cultivate the well ordered set of little qualities that make the sprinter to be awe inspiring. It takes setting aside certain foods and taking in others, setting aside sleeping in and rising early, lifting weights, listening to coaches, endless repetition of sprints, and all of this for a long time. So too it is with chastity. It often takes a long time to arrive at the sort of sexual self-mastery that liberates one from impulsiveness and sets one down firmly and joyfully on the road to true love and happiness. It usually takes intentional and thoughtful cultivation of chastity with the help of teachers who point out the path of wisdom and friends who support one while stumbling along down the path. In fact, the development of chastity often takes so long, and the wound in our sexuality is often so problematic, and our weakness is often so deep, that many people despair of the very possibility of chastity for themselves. Contemporary American society does not help this despair but only makes it worse. Society – especially in universities – offers no wisdom beyond superficial and



To Be Someone Radiant - 12 confusing politically correct platitudes. Instead of support our society delivers endless temptations against chastity, a thousand forms of pressure to conform to the sexual anarchy. Society is cruel in different ways towards both those who conform and those who do not. To those who conform, society demands that women live half naked and sexually available – ready in their hearts to abort their children should the contraception fail. We live in a world of meat markets on weekends, anorexic starvation, bulimic vomiting, and massive sexual exploitation of women. Such are the gentler warning signs of what lies in store for those who travel the world’s way of living out one’s human sexuality. For those who resist the sexual anarchy, there is mockery and ridicule, the unsupportive repetition of how impossible self-control is, and taunts that you “will never find any one.” Such is life in a society that has rejected wisdom. Like Noah’s Ark sailing along on a flood of sexual confusion and chaos, the Church is a school of self-mastery for those who are looking for something better – perhaps even something radiant in themselves. To live in the Church, to hold the faith of the Church, and to celebrate the sacraments of the Church makes it possible to grow in chastity. The Church presents not only a clear wisdom-principle, but offers support for those who are struggling with chastity, and endless mercy for those who are weak and fail but remain repentant. The Church responds to the despair over the possibility of chastity by pointing to real life examples of chastity lived – not only Saints but today’s converts from a life of license, people who have found something better than what the world offers. The Church happily endures every assault of words and blows from Catholics and non-Catholics, the left and the right, professors, psychologists, and politicians, and the Church does not budge from a principle that is quite unpopular but utterly essential to the good life of both individuals and societies. Now, to see the wisdom of the wisdom-principle requires perceiving in detail the radiant goodness of chastity in a husband and wife. Speaking of a person who is married, what exactly is a chaste person? Chaste is the person who enjoys sexual intercourse but is peacefully at ease with restraint. Chaste is the person who knows how to propose sex to the other without the least sense of entitlement – feeling honored with a “yes,” perhaps almost surprised at a “yes,” and always grateful for it. Chaste is the person who is spontaneous without valuing spontaneity as the highest good, free of disturbance if



To Be Someone Radiant - 13 for any reason now is not the time. Chaste is the person who intuits how the heart of the spouse expects so very much from sex – expects more than what he or she can fathom and put in words. Chaste is the person who is careful never to deny the deepest expectations of the heart even when sex becomes routine. Chaste is the person who, through thoughtful reflection ahead of time, uses sex to tell the spouse how known and loved, welcomed and received, he or she really is. Chaste is the person for whom sex with anyone other than the spouse is simply unthinkable. Chaste is the person for whom suppressing fertility is an unthinkable insult – a form of “no” to the other as a complete personal organism. Chaste is the person who never so much as wishes sex to be anything less than giving or receiving his or her whole human nature – fertility and all. Chaste is the person who intuits sensitively how every touch of the body is a touch of the heart – reverberating through the other person’s world of thought and feeling. Chaste is the person who knows how a deliberately suppressive touch upon the body’s fertility is a deliberate denial of the heart’s expectations for being wholly welcomed in sex. Chaste is the person who feels so honored to be able to have sexual intercourse with the other that any thought of refashioning the sexuality, and so fertility, of the other is loathsome and revolting. Chaste is the person who is happy to wait until the other is happy to give, and happy to give when the other is ready to receive. Chaste is the person who is open to life coming from love. Chaste is the person who is so open and unopposed to new life that he or she freely allows nature to run its course – knowing that in this case nature is not some impersonal thing but is also the being of the beloved. Chaste is the person not for having these qualities but for being them – being them all together in a wonder of interior harmony. Chastity, together with the other virtues, is what makes a person to be a trustworthy lover. When lived deeply by both husband and wife, chastity creates a space between them where all defenses should come down, where insecurity is absurd, where vulnerability is a virtue, where surrender is wholly right, and where the joy of sex is heightened over delight in its innocence. Contraception strikes a death blow to chastity. Choosing contraception destroys chastity like drinking poison destroys a sprinter. Contraception disfigures the soul. That is why wisdom forbids it. Wisdom, rather, points out the narrow and difficult path of restraining all sexual impulses except for natural sexual intercourse between husband and wife. Thoughtful striving to walk this narrow path nurtures and develops chastity in those who walk it. The path of wisdom – walked in weakness but with confidence in God’s mercy on the weak – gradually cultivates a unique sort of



To Be Someone Radiant - 14 self-mastery which is an necessary condition for real happiness both in marriage and outside of it. Is it any surprise that “couples who use NFP have a divorce rate that is less than 5% -- far lower than the national rate of about 50%”?6 We come to the essential reason why self-sterilized sex is wrong between a married couple. Self-sterilized sex is wrong within marriage not simply because those couples who engage in it are far more likely to divorce, nor because it makes infidelity much easier, nor because other such bad consequences flow from it (and the bad consequences are legion). Self-sterilized sex is wrong for a deeper reason. In order for a man and woman to become and to be chaste persons, it is necessary for them in each and every act of sexual intercourse to give themselves and affirm each other, mutually and completely, as human beings. The human heart expects a love no less than this in each and every act of sexual intercourse. When the heart settles for anything less in sexual intercourse, the radiant goodness of chastity is – by virtue of that very choice to settle for less – expelled from the soul. The contracepting person is inwardly disfigured, and inwardly disfigured by choice. For when a couple engages in self-sterilized sex, they do not give themselves and affirm each other mutually and completely as human beings. They deliberately suppress whatever fertility their sexual act may have, and in that sense they refuse to affirm the other as human or give themselves completely as human. Furthermore, insofar as their sexual activity is a form of communication, their body language tells a lie. The language of sexual intercourse asserts “I welcome you wholly,” but that is just not true for contracepting couples. The reality is that one has not in the act of intercourse welcomed the fertility of the other person but rejected him or her in part. The heart’s expectations from sex go denied. Pope John Paul II writes: When couples, by means of recourse to contraception, separate these two meanings [unitive and procreative] that God the Creator has inscribed in the being of man and woman and in the dynamism of their sexual communion, they act as "arbiters" of the divine plan and they "manipulate" and degrade human sexuality-and with it themselves and their married partner-by altering its value of "total" self-giving. Thus the innate language that expresses the total reciprocal self-giving of husband and wife is overlaid, through contraception, by an objectively contradictory language, namely, that of not giving oneself totally to the other. This leads not only to a positive refusal to be open to life but also to a falsification of the inner truth of conjugal love, which is called upon to give itself in personal totality. 6



http://onemoresoul.com/contraception/risks-consequences/what-a-woman-should-knowabout-birth-control.html



To Be Someone Radiant - 15 When, instead, by means of recourse to periods of infertility, the couple respects the inseparable connection between the unitive and procreative meanings of human sexuality, they are acting as "ministers" of God's plan and they "benefit from" their sexuality according to the original dynamism of "total" self-giving, without manipulation or alteration.7



In keeping with the point of Pope John Paul II, it is possible to articulate another wisdom principle. The principle presented above was negative – telling one what to say “no” to and avoid. The following one is positive, and tells married couples what to seek and pursue. Wisdom says: In all acts of sexual intercourse affirm each other and give yourselves to each other completely as human beings – fertility and all. This is the way not only of self-restraint but self-donation. The Church’s way essentially involves both. When one travels far enough down the Church’s way of self-restraint and selfdonation, wisdom kisses the soul repeatedly and impresses upon one’s inner world of thought and feeling reasons for beholding oneself with praise and awe. St. Simeon the New Theologian reveals the joy over oneself that is the lot of the chaste person standing before the eyes of God and speaking to Him: I see the beauty of Your grace, I contemplate its radiance, I reflect its light; I am caught up in its ineffable splendor; I am taken up outside myself as I think of myself; I see how I was and what I have become. O wonder! I am vigilant, I am full of respect for myself, of reverence and of fear, as I would be were I before You; I do not know what to do, I am seized by fear, I do not know where to sit, where to go, where to put these members which are Yours; in what deeds, in what works shall I use them, these amazing divine marvels.8



To receive one’s very self in this way, as a gift from God worthy of awe and gratitude, is the lot and the destiny of those who freely choose to live out their human sexuality by walking the Church’s way. St. Simeon reveals in his own person the radiant good, the happiness, freedom, love, and joy for which human beings were made. The opposite of the radiant good is what is base. There are honorable pleasures and there are base pleasures. To torture a cat is a pleasure for some children, but it is a base pleasure. It is base precisely because it warps the minds of the children who do 7 8



Pope John Paul II, Familiaris Consortio, 32 St. Simeon the New Theologian, as quoted in Vita Consecrata, 20



To Be Someone Radiant - 16 it. It impedes the formation of a gentle disposition in their minds, and forms in them instead a certain hardness and cruelty. College students who drink themselves senseless and cruise the bars looking to “hook up” are wholly given over to base pleasures. Living out one’s sexuality in accord with the wisdom-principles set forth here is necessary (but not sufficient) to cultivate the radiant goodness of chastity in the soul; living out one’s sexuality to the contrary both ruins the chance for chastity to form and forms instead a base mind. To indulge in self-sterilized sex even once is a base pleasure. For what happens to a married couple when they indulge in self-sterilized sex? First, they forget the heart’s original expectations from sex. They become accustomed to denying those expectations occasionally or routinely. The sense of being honored by the spouse’s “yes” to sex gradually fades into a sense of being entitled to orgasm now. One is confused by the lie being told in sex, yet is hardly aware of it as a lie. Unconsciously defensive about the lie that is intuited, walls go up. Disrespect is sensed, but not recognized as such. After awhile, the thought of having to go without sex for a time becomes unthinkable. To be happy just to date again – that is, to go without sex for a while – until the time for a new honeymoon arrives next month is a mentality far from this couple. If it has been a long time since the contracepting couple last had sex, it is often because interest in the other person has waned, boredom set in, communication come to a halt, and hearts grown cool. Youthful dreams of love fade into a resentment too mysterious to recognize or put into words. One or both of them starts to feel a need for something more – something new. It gradually becomes thinkable to go looking for satisfaction elsewhere. Porn is only a click away. Desperate Housewives is on the television. If the couple makes a habit of indulging in such a base pleasure as self-sterilized sex, there looms a significant risk of hardening into a profoundly base person. It is a painful thing to consider what it means for someone to harden into a base person in matters sexual. It means becoming someone who loathes to restrain a sexual impulse. It means becoming someone who feels entitled to orgasm without the least inconvenience and who wishes that sex never had anything to do with children. It means becoming accustomed to having sex while also denying the heart’s deepest expectations from sex. Indeed, it means becoming utterly oblivious to the heart’s expectations. Base is the person who deliberately suppresses human fertility in order to throw off all necessity of self-restraint. Base is the couple who suppresses fertility in order to ensure that sexual gratification will always be convenient and



To Be Someone Radiant - 17 immediate – such a couple loves convenience and immediate pleasure more than they love to build between them and dwell together in the glorious space of chastity. Base is the person who says “I love you” and says “Now let’s get you fixed – at least for now a condom will do.” Base is the person who mocks the commitment to using sex always and everywhere to welcome and affirm the whole human nature of the other. Base is the person who uses sex to play mind games with the “beloved.” Base is the person who finds it unthinkable to go without sex for a time in marriage – such men especially grow effete and pampered, unable to make or keep permanent commitments, easily addicted to masturbating on pictures of other women. Base is the person who has lost all respect for himself or herself. Base is the person who has lost all shame. The base person suffers immensely, and often to the point of being unaware of his or her corruption. Although the base person retains the image of God stamped into his or her being, and retains the intrinsic dignity and worth that comes with being made in the image of God, the image is disfigured. The base person is personally distorted, and walks about in a sort of spiritual death. It is a painful thing to consider the lot of the base person. And the heart breaks when one considers that the base person has become base by his or her own free choice. He or she has chosen his or her way into this condition. Every human being wants to be a good person. Every human being wants to be reflectively aware of being a good person. To be a good person and to be aware of oneself as such is an essential ingredient of happiness. The base person is neither good nor aware of oneself as good – even though it is common for them to tell themselves they are good. Like Blessed Teresa of Calcutta who picked up lepors from the street without recoiling from the pus dripping from their wounds, the Church loves the base person without recoiling from his or her interior wounds. We do not love people because of their virtues nor recoil from them because of their moral wounds. But we love as God loves – the God who knows us and loves us for what we are prior to our successes and failures in life. It is precisely by coming into contact with this higher and unconditional sort of love that even the basest of persons can be brought from death to life and restored to an awareness of his or her own worth and dignity. The Church offers to the base person healing and new life. The Church offers him or her transformation to the core by contact with God’s love and mercy and grace. Faith in Jesus as Lord is the way out of the despair of the base person or those who are becoming base. There is always a chance to begin anew with Jesus and his



To Be Someone Radiant - 18 Church, always a chance to choose again to walk in the way of wisdom on the road toward the radiant goodness of chastity. The sexual confusion and chaos of our society and personal histories is no limit on what God can do for a person who turns to him in repentance and asks for forgiveness. Jesus turns away no one who turns to him with trust. The school of chastity is real. Today’s converts to the Church prove it by the change in their own lives. The Church is ready to embrace the weak with the grace of God and surround them with true companions on the way. The situation of widespread sexual degeneration is not new in history. The first Christians, born and raised as pagans, knew it well themselves. Grace came to them in their base condition as pagans, and as a result they came to the Church looking for something better. The Church gave them afresh, by teaching and by sacraments, the power to grow into chastity, the chance and the strength to become something radiant. It was one of these radiant ones of old, living in pagan times, who said this: “For your soul’s good make every effort to live chastely.”9 Fr. James Dominic Brent, O.P. is an Assistant Professor of Philosophy at The Catholic University of America and the Director of the Angelic Warfare Confraternity (www.angelicwarfare.org).



9



Liturgy of the Hours, 18th Week in Ordinary Time, Office of Readings, Tuesday, Second Reading, From a Letter Attributed to Barnabas.
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